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PREFACE 
Although Louis MacNeice is not one of the major poets 
of the twentieth century, he is a good poet too often neg-
lected by critics whose volumes of interpretative comment 
about better-known writers proliferate year by year. Studies 
of secondary poets are not only rare, they also· tend to con-
centrate on the political and social changes of the age, on 
the poet's relationship to the zeitgeist, or to a school of 
writers; for most critics recognize that the study of a minor 
poet can illuminate the problems of an age and can make its 
spirit more understandable than the study of a major poet 
can, because the very greatness of a poet may make a real 
condition of his age seem irrelevant. While there is no 
doubt about the value of such extrinsi~ approaches to under-
standing poetry, nor any doubt that each poet's experiences 
help to explain those of others, yet unless such an approach 
is accompanied by analysis of the poetry itself, it may 
illuminate the age but give a very false interpretation of 
the poet's work. 
Most treatments of MacNeice's work .(and all such treat-
ments have been brief) have been concerned with the external 
causes of his poetry, with its relationship to political and 
social events in England during the nineteen-thirties, and 
with the group of poets who were his close contemporaries. 
This work is an attempt to balance such extrinsic approaches 
ii 
to his poetry by an analysis of that poetry and of the 
statements made by the writer about his own body of work •. 
Since the primary concern ~f this study is MaeNeice's 
poetry, I have not dealt with his translations, with his 
early novels, or with such minor works as his book ·. 
for children. 
I would lik·e to thank the administrators of the Poetry 
Collection in the Lockwood·Library of the University of 
Buffalo for permission to use the MacNeice manuscripts and 
typescripts, to acknowledge my indebtedness to Professor 
Mabei Bartlett of Atlantmc Union.College for her encourage-
- ' 
ment and suggesti0ns, ~d esp,ecially to express my gratitude 
for the guidance and remarkably patient corr~ction of 
Professor R. H. Sproat and Professor Albert Gilman. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Poetry in the Nineteen-Thirties 
and Some Critical Vie~points 
Although no full-length work of criticism has dealt 
entirely with the work of Louis MacNeice, and no critic 
has concerned himself with MacNeice 1 s total work, a number 
of magazine articles have appraised parts of his poetry, 
criticism, or drama, and most surveys of contemporary 
literature mention his significance in connection with the 
poetry of the nineteen-thirties. But the variance of 
critical opinion about MacNeice is puzzling. He has taken 
note of the radical disagreement of critics about his work 
and has commented on it: 
According to my critics I can be placed 
as a surprisingly feminine, essentially masculine 
poet, whose gift is primarily lyrical and basically 
satirical, swayed by and immune to politics, with 
and without a religious sense~ and I am technically 
sla~dash and technically meticulous, with a pre-
dilection for flat and halting and lilting and 
Swinburnian rhythms, and I have a personal and 
impersonal approach, with a remarkably wide and 
consistently narrow range, and I have devel~ped 
a good deal, and.have not developed at all. 
MacNeice's work has been substantial in three areas: poetry, 
criticism, and drama. Yet in spite of his own detailed 
1 Louis MacNeice, 11 Poetry, the Public, and the Critic, 11 
New Statesman, XXXVIII (October 1949), 381. 
2 
discussion of his poetic theory, confusion exists about his 
place in the poetry of the ~ast three decades, ~bout his 
technic~! accomplishments, and about the quality of thought 
that hiS poetry displays; To assess the qualities of Louis 
MacNeice's work and to trace his development as a poet 
are the purposes of this study. 
Several reasons can be found for the critics' differ-
ences of opinion. MacNeice's own theories and poetic 
practices have changed. Literary historians looking at 
the poet of the nineteen-thirties see a different poet 
from the MacNeice of the nineteen-fifties. But in all 
probability, the chief reason for disagreement lies in the 
relating of MacNeice to the so-called "Auden Group." To 
begin an evaluation of MacNeice's poetry, and to begin to 
investigate his aesthetic theory, his poetic craft, or 
his relationship to his age, we must begin with the poets 
whose work made them seem a coherent group to their 
generatioiv~2 
2 David Daiches, The Present Agi in British Literature 
(Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 9;8), P• 45. 
Best known of these poets were w. H. Auden, Cecil Day 
Lewis, Stephen Spender, and Louis MacNeice, but also named 
as members of the group by some critics are Julian Bell, 
John Lehmann, William Plomer, Christopher Caudwell, 
John Cornford, Ralph Fox, Charles Madge, and George 
Barker. See pp. ·6, 7 of this thesis. 
I. The Auden Group 
The so-called 11 Auden Group 11 were a number of Oxford 
undergraduates of about 1926-19303 who were united by their 
friendship, but also by certain ideas about poetry that 
they held in common. The resemblance among the members 
of the group has been exaggerated; but a community of 
interest did exist. The poets collaborated on a number 
of works; 4 they appeared in the same magazines and 
anthologies.5 According to Fraser, they shared an admira-
tion for Michael Roberts, the editor of the anthology New 
Signatures, in which they first reached the public through 
their poetry. 6 They shared a close attachment for English 
3 See Vivian de Sola Pinto, Crisis in English Poetry 
1880-1940 {London: Longman, 1951), p. 193, for a discussion 
of the group's organization and association. 
4 Auden, for example, wrote two books of travel, one 
with MacNeice, Letter from Iceland, and one with Isherwood, 
Journey to a War; and several plays in collaboration with 
Isherwood: The Dog Beneath the Skin, Ascent of F 6, and 
On the Frontier. 
5 Most important of these were New Signatures, ed. 
Michael Roberts (London: Hogarth Press, 1932); New Country, 
ed. Michael Roberts, (London: Hogarth Press, L933J; and New 
Writing, ed. John Lehmann (London: Hogarth Press, 1936-45); 
6 Fraser suggests that Roberts became a sort of 11 Father-
figure or elder-brother figure: whose approval and admira-
tion meant a great deal to them 11 and that he was the origin 
of their common picture of the hero as an explorer and 
leader. G. s. Fraser, The Modern Writer and His World (New 
York: Criterion Books, 1955), p. 234. ------
public school life, and a common contempt of the mass 
med~ocrity and vulgarity of the society of their day with 
its 11 mass unemployment and the futility of its slumps and 
booms."7 They joined in a revolt against the sordidness and 
political.disaster of the modern world.8 Some of them saw 
in the political theories of Marx a corrective for evils 
in public life and in the psychological precepts of Jung 
and Freud a corrective for private problems.9 
In their literary practices they could hardly help 
being influenced by T. s. Eliot, for he had been the 
dominating figure of the writing world since the publica-
tion of The Wasteland in 1922. But although they felt con-
cern for the condition of the twentieth-century world, as 
did he, the reasons for their concern were different. Eliot's 
wasteland had been characterized by spiritual poverty and 
social vulgarity; 10 their.world was full of economic dis-
tress~ political stupidity, and the threat of imminent 
7 John Press, The Cheguer'd Shade (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1958), p. l~ 
8 Daiches, p. 45; Elizabeth Drew and John Sweeney~ 
Directions in Modern Poetry (New York: W. w. Norton, 1940), 
p. 99; and Babette Deutsch, Poetry in Our Time (New York: 
Henry Holt, 1952), p. 360. -- --
9 Francis Scarfe, W. H. Auden (Monaco: Lyrebird Press, 
1949), p. 13. 
10 Daiches, p. 45. 
destruction. 11 They retained some of Eliot 1 s character-
istics~ but they rebelled against what.they felt was a 
poetic withdrawal from life. 12 They wanted to create what 
Gide called litterature engagee -- propagandist~ ideological~ 
and controversial literature that is both a cpiticism of 
life and a call to action~ and that reacts against the 
uArt for Art's sake" and "luxury" poetry that preceded 
their period~ and that they felt was a debilitation of 
poetry. 13 
They objected to Eliot·• s idea that poetry must be 
difficult. Rather than an "esoteric poetry" full of 
"recondite allusions"14 they attempted a poetry of simpli-
fication. MacNeice states: 
11 
12 
The new poets were boiling down Eliot's variety 
and complexity and finding that it left them 
with certain comparatively clear-cut issues. 
Instead~ therefore~ of attempting an impression-
istic survey of the contemporary world -- a 
world which impinges 0n one but which one cannot 
deal with~ they were deliberately simplifying it~ 
distorting it perhaps (as the man of actions also 
has to distort it~) into a world where one gambles 
upon the practical ideals~ a world in Which one can 
take sides.l5 
Deutsch~ p. 360. 
Clifford c. Dyment~ Day Lewis (London: Longman~ 
1955)~ p. 12. 
13 Pinto~ 194. p. 
14 Louis MacNeice~ Modern Poetr:;y (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press~ 1938) ~ p. 15~ 
15 Loc. Cit. 
5 
6 
Man is a political animal, they thought; he must take sides. 
The poet must reflect such partisanship in his poetry. Nor 
did they share Eliot's religious views. "The muddle of life, 
they said, is a product of political insanity, not sin."16 
The poet can help restore dignity to man by exposing the 
irrational and the corrupt in life •. 
Yet their rejection of Eliot's obscurity did not auto-
matically result in poetry possessed of clarity. Their interest 
in Marx and Freud sometimes plunged these poets into a 
different kin~ of obscurity, just as it resulted in a different 
kind of guilt-feeling -- one caused by political and social 
concern rather than by Eliot's emphasis on sin. 17 If problems 
could be solved by the reform of society, then their 
responsibility was clear: to embark upon an aggressive program 
of social reform. For Auden and for some of the others in 
the group it became "an either-or proposition: either to 
support Communism and have hope, or to die with. the dying 
world." 18 
16 Press, p. 124. 
17 Richard Haggart, W. H. Auden (London: Longmans, 1957), 
p.l4. --
18 Edith T. Aney, "British Poetry of Social Protest in 
the 1930's" (Univ. of Penn. unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
1954), p. 5-
7 
Three poets clearly shared these views: W. H. Auden~ 
Cecil Day Lewis~ and Stephen Spender. Other poets were 
temporarily a part o~ the group, or were such close con-
temporaries tha:t they were thought of with the "thirties 
poets. 11 MacNeice names Julian Bell, John Lehmann, and 
William Plomer with the other three."l9 (He does not place 
his own name. in the list, though he calls the young poets 
his friends.) Sometimes placed in the Auden Group also are 
Ralph Fox, Christopher Caudwell, John Cornford, Charles 
Madge, George Barker and D~lan Thomas.20 Whatever any or 
all of these poets had in common they shared only for a 
short time, however; they have long ago gone widely separated 
ways. 
II. MacNeice's Differences from the Group 
MacNeice understood the appeal of Marxism to his 
friends. He even appreciated its significance in poetry; 
Art in particular has often been regarded 
recently as an escape from the actual to 
some transcendent reality on the pattern 
of Plato's Forms, whereas Marxist mater-
19 Modern Poetry, p. 15. 
20 Scott-James, Fifry Years of English Literature (London: Longmans, 1951 , p. 210. 
ialism ignores transcendent realities 
and is therefore a good creed for the 
artist who must move in a concrete world.21 
But his own attempt to find an alternative to the Ivory 
Tower did not lead him to Communism. His sympathies~ he 
says~ were Left --
On paper and in my Soul. But not in my 
heart or my guts. On paper~ yes. I 
would vote left any day~ sign manifestoes~ 
answer questionnaires. Ditto~ my soul. 
My soul is all for movlng towards a class-
less society. But unlike Plato~ what my 
Soul says does not seem to go. There's a 
lot more to one than soul~ you know.~2. 
Yet~ one would question the extent to which he assented 
to Leftist doctrines even in theory. Rather than a desire 
to see a classless society established~ he seems always to 
have felt a longing for the fast-disappearing traditions of 
an aristocratic society. Fraser comments on this difference 
between MacNeice and his fellows: 
21 
22 
23 
He never seems to have regarded certain 
traditional social differences of function 
status or manners as in themselves undesirable: 
(rather the opposite~ in fact~ for variety 
within unity is desirable~ imposed uniformity 
is bad): and he does not want to see the State 
controlling thought or art or the pattern~3of the free and adventurous individual life. 
Modern Poetry, p. 25. 
I Crossed the Minch (London: Longmans~ 1938), p. 125. 
Fraser, p. 232. 
8 
Rather than placing emphasis on political reforms, 
he turned to the concrete world of the senses, to the 
multiplicity of life and the delight he found in its 
variety {see the poem "Snow," for example). Since he 
could not accept the Marxist beliefs of his friends, 
9 
he found other means of effecting a change in the chaotic 
modern world. If the poet could understand the world, 
could find meanings in its apparent confusion and patterns 
in its apparent shapelessness, and if he could communicate 
these insights to his readers, then he might be accomp-
lishing something of far more value than trying to change 
the world. 
That MacNeice did not commit himself to a program 
of social reform causes Babette Deutsch to call him 
"wryly diffident" and Edith Aney to call him "a bystander." 24 
And since he tood no stand from which he later had to back 
down, it has seemed to some critics that he has remained 
the same poet in theme, in attitude, in poetic form, 
while his friends were evolving new forms and exploring 
new ideas. 
I do not believe that this is true. MacNeice himself 
has developed in many ways since his early poetry. 
Although he was never a Utopian idealist, his early 
24 Deu~sc~, p. 262; Aney, p. 5. 
10 
poetry was 11 social poetry~ 11 seeking to express the 
qualities and values of the present. In Blind Fireworks 
(1929)~ these qualities were for the most part subjective~ 
fanciful~ and individualistic. But with the next 
collection, Poems (1935)~ he.turned to the objective 
world of society. Throughout the nineteen-thirties and 
the nineteen-forties, he struggled to achieve a synthesis 
between these two views of life: the subjective and the 
objective. Because he could not~ like Auden, accept 
either Communism or the dogmas of Christianity as a 
means of integrating his conflicting views of life~ he 
found the struggle a difficult one. D. s. Savage~ 
commenting on this problem in MacNeice's poetry~ says: 
The poet who has centered himself in personal 
existence and who perceives experience in these 
perspectives at once effects a change in relation-
ship between the individual and society. He is 
not tempted to write from the periphery of his 
Qircle of perception, to run away into reportage~ 
or verse-making. He is enabled, granted talent, 
seriousness and personal integrity~ to grasp 
experience in its wholeness, to project it 
concretely~ permeated with2ghe inner quality of his unique personality. 
Such a synthesis of the subjective and objective worlds 
has been only one of the resolutions that MacNeice's 
poetry has reached since the days when the Y?Ung poets 
of the 'thirties seemed a homogeneous group. Concerned with 
25 D. S. Savage, 11 The Poet's Perspectives~ 11 Poetry~ 
LXIV (June 1944)~ 155. 
11 
the problem of time~ he was first sure only of the value 
of the present; later he speculated about the relationsh~p 
of the present to the past and the future and the values 
that might unite all three times and transcend them. And 
although his early poetry was dedicated to the joy of the 
fleeting moment and the sensory experiences that are 
ephemeral, he saw in the last decade of his writing the 
universal and the general that are concretely embodied 
in the particular and that give it its meaning. 
He began to write as a sensitive oberver of the modern 
world~ a hostile, ugly world, which was nevertheless 
illuminated momentarily by fleeting moments of great 
beauty. He found value~ especially during the years of 
World War II~ in the human being. Critics found MacNeice 
to be a humanist as a result of Autumn Journal (1939)~ 
Plant.and Phantom (1941)~ and Springboard (1944). But 
with Holes in the Sky (1948), Ten Burnt Offerings (1952)~ 
and Visitations (1958), the period of his humanism ends, 
and he correlates the impression of the isolated sensory 
experience, the concern with human values, and a new 
search for permanent meanings. The synthesis having been 
achieved, his poetry has become, during the last decade, 
more serious and thoughtful and less a display of 
technical virtuosity. 
His poetic techniques have changed, also. Perhaps 
as a result of his work for the B.B.C., there is a growing 
consciousness of the aural effects of poetry in his work. 
12 
He insists that poetry must be written for the ear, not 
the eye. He has experimented with musical patterns, with 
themes and variations in slow and fast movements, and 
with dialentical structures. 
This study of MacNeine proposes'to accept as its 
premise that he was not properly a member of the Auden 
Group, that he has changed both in subject and in 
form since the nineteen-thirties, and that his view of 
the world has undergone at least two major alterations. 
It will deal with him apart from the group to determine 
his own vision of the poe~'s place in the modern world 
and then to analyze some of the themes and techniques 
he uses in expressing this vision. For he cannot be 
judged by his political ·views or lack of them; he is 
a poet and must be appraised in terms of his literary 
creations; he is a literary critic and must be appraised 
in the light of his theories; and he is a dramatist 
and as such can only be judged by the worth of his plays. 
III. The Critics' Treatment of MacNeice 
Two types of critical treatment make up the present 
material that is available about Louis MacNeice: surveys 
of modern poetry and reviews of his books. Books of 
contemporary literature place him with the poets of the 
nineteen-th~rties and then discuss the characteristics 
of the poetic renascence that was apparently starting ln 
that decade, only briefly differentiating between each poet 
and the group, and discussing most fully the poetry written 
before World War II; and critical reviews of MacNeice 1 s 
works give a shorter treatment but one primarily concerned 
w~th his own work and only incidentally referring to the 
Auden Group. Of works surveying contemporary literature, 
two are primarily about the so-called Auden Group and their 
close associates: Southworth's Sowing the Spring and Scarfe's 
Auden and After. 26 Both critics recognize MacNeice's 
differences when dealing with the group. Southworth sees 
the differences as a result of MacNeice's Irish heritage 
that links him more closely to Yeats than to other con-
temporary influences. 27 Scarfe is more concerned about the 
political viewpoints of the poets and so sees MacNeice's 
difference as lying in the fact that "he refuses to take a 
definite .stand."28 Since both books were written in the 
early nineteen-forties, they could only see and evaluate 
the very early, not y~t certain, work of the poet. 
26 James G. South~orth, Sowing the Spring (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1940); and Francis Scarfe, Auden and After 
(London: Geo. Routledge & Sons, 1942). ---
27 
28 
Southworth, ·p. 165. 
Scarfe, p. 57. 
13 
, 
Of later surveys, Fraser's discussion of MacNeice is 
the most extensive; and although he considers the poet to 
be a humanist and sensualist, thus overlooking the more 
recent of his works, his evaluation is· a just one within its 
limits. 29 B. I. Evans places MacNeice in the group of poets, 
but thinks that."he has qualities that place him a little 
apart, including a wider range of culture and a more pro-
found knowledge of the classics."3° Lawrence Durrell agrees 
with almost all his fellow critics that MacNeice's claim to 
gr.eatness lies in his "mastery over form" and ·he also points 
out his "mixture of classical sensibility with a lazy 
ranging technique.n3l John Press is concerned with obscu-
rity in poetry in The Cheguer'd Shade, and he finds a "moral 
significance" in "MacNeice's technical immaturity" which h:e 
feels is a result of some lack in the poet's nature.32 Of· 
29 Fraser, pp. 232-249. 
30 B. Ifor Ev~ns, English Literature Between the Wars 
(London: Methuen, 1951), p. 132. 
31 Lawrence Durrell, A Ke} to Modern British Poetry 
(Norman: Univ. of Okla., 1952 ,-p. 184. 
\ 
32 Press, p. 91. Press has been discussing Blind Fire-
works in the passage that precedes this comment about Mac-
Neic~'s poetry, and this observation applies specifically 
to the early poetry. But, although he refers to MacNeice 
often, Press never comments on his later poetry, leaving 
the reader of The Cheguer'd Shade with the impression that 
MacNeice's technical immaturity was never outgrown. 
14 
more general works, Babette Deutsch's Poetry in Our Time 
has the most thorough discussion of MacNeice's poetry, a 
discussion which shows the qualities of his humanism through 
a comparison of his poem "Prayer Before Birth" with Herbert's 
"Sighes and Groarts."33 Other works with a briefer handling 
of MacNeice's works are by Longaker and Bolles,34 Drew and 
Sweeney~ David Daiches, Vivian de Sola Pinto, and Geoffrey 
Grigson. Pinto and Grigson arrive at almost contradictory 
conclusions about MacNeice. The first finds him hardboiled, 
the latter thinks he has the greatest love of words of all 
the 'thirties poets and that his Irish background makes him 
quite different from the rest.35 The disagreement of these 
two critics, a·result of the lapse of time between their 
two books, illustrates one reason for critical contradictions 
about Louis MacNeice. The fact that Geoffrey Grigson, who 
was more closely acquainted with the Auden 9ircle than the 
other critics, does not place MacNeice with the group agrees 
with the fact that Spender,·Day Lewis, Mich~el Roberts, and 
others closely associated with the group did not treat 
MacNeice's work when they were discussing the work of Auden, 
Day Lewis, and Spender •. 
33 Deutsch, pp. 364-366. 
34 Mark Longaker and Edwin C. Bolles, Contemporary English 
Literature (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1953). 
35 Pinto, p. 198; Geoffrey Grigson, Poetry of the Present 
(London: Phoenix House, 1949), p. 17 •. 
15 
To deal with the many short articles reviewing and 
evaluating the separate editions of MacNeice's poetry would 
be a task much too long to be worth the attemP.t. A few 
such articles are worth noticing, however, either for their 
16 
thoroughness or their fruitful suggestions: Delmore Schwartz's 
review of MacNeice's 1935 Poems was one of the first serious 
discussions of MacNeice's work;36 T. c. Wilson is one of the 
first critics to notice MacNeice 1 s change of direction;31 
Symons, writing in Poetry in 1940, notes MacNeice 1 s lack 
of belief in "some external driving force outside himself 
and his own feelings, 11 and believes him to be "wholly self-
centered, stuck in a world where the virtues of the Ordinary 
Man are the cardinal virtues: generosity, friendliness, 
physical love."38 Two articles expressing views directly 
opposed to each other appeared after the publication of 
Holes in the Sky in 1949: Horace Gregory, in "The New 
January" was alarmed by the fact that "something has gone 
terribly astray" in MacNeice's later work and in the "self-
confident aesthetic" that lies behind it;39 while William 
Van O'Connor found in the same volume evidence that MacNeice 
36 
37 
38 
man, 11 
39 
"Adroitly Naive, 11 Poetry, XLVIII (1936), 115-117. 
11 0ne of the Best, 11 ·Poetry, LI (1938), 339-344. 
Julian Symons, 11 Louis MacNeice: the .Artist as Every-
Poetry, LVI (1940), 86-94. 
Poetry, LXXIV (1949), 301-304. 
had escaped from the Auden influence and had finally become 
master of his own idiom.40 
No survey of the work of scholars and critics on this 
subject would be complete. without mentioning the article by 
D. S. Savage, 11 The Poet's Perspectives," in which he dis-
cusses MacNedce' s failure to achieve an "inner consistency" 
and the effects upon the rhythm of his poetry which that 
failure has had, or the chapter in Poets At Work by Donald 
Stauffer that discusses the manuscripts.at the University 
of Buf~alo and the apparent ease of writing evidenced by 
the copy of the poem 11Entirely.n41 
To all of these scholars and critics this work is 
indebted. In spite of the limitations imposed upon the 
survey of modern literature that is concerned with historical 
trends in poetry and that deals with the poets in groups, 
thus of necessity over-simplifying the characteristics of 
each individual·poet, and in spite of the narrowness with 
wh~ch the book critic must necessarily look upon the work 
of a poet, both types of work have contrihuted much to this 
study. I shall attempt to view MacNeice as an author influ-
enced by the group of poets he is associated with, but not 
40 
"Master of His Idiom, 11 Saturday Review of Literature, 
XXXII, 5 (Jan. 29, 1949), 27. 
· 41 Poetry, LXIV (1944), 148-158; and Donald Stauffer, 
Poets at Work (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1948). 
17 
a part of the group; and I shall analyze his poetry, poetic 
theory, and poetic drama as a total work, and as a work that 
shows a continual development. 
18 
CHAPTER TWO 
MacNeice's Theories About Poetry and the Poet 
Modern Poetry (1938)~ MacNeice's informal and semi-
autobiographical statement of his ideas and experiences 
related to poetry~ is not a work of either literary scholar-
ship or aesthetic theory. It is directed toward the general 
reading public~ and its ideas are not organized into any 
systematic presentation of a theory of poetry. Yet from 
it and from his book about Yeats (1941)~ as well as from 
occasional articles and introductions to books~ we can find 
a clear picture of what MacNeice's purposes in poetry were 
in the nineteen-thirties~ what their sources were~ and what 
his own reactions to some of his contemporaries and prede-
cessors were. Since the poet has~ in these works~ stated 
his viewpoints about poetry~ the poet~ and the poet's place 
in the contemporary world~ any discussion about his poetry 
should begin with these prose works.l 
I. Definition of Poetry 
The first problem to confront us is the subject of 
poetry itself. MacNeice and his contemporaries reacted 
against the Art for Art's sake -school of poetry because it 
attempted to divorce art from life. For MacNeice~ words 
1 Although Modern Poetry was written a decade after 
MacNeice started publishing his poetry~ it is his first 
clear statement of his beliefs as a poet; and we can only judge what his earlier beliefs were from the poetry itself 
and from occasional references to his early experiences. 
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are community products, and poetry cannot use words to make 
poems and separate them from the human life that produced 
them.2 The first requisite of poetry, then, is that it must 
have a direct and immediate concern with the contemporary 
world. It must engage itself in life and try to appeal to 
as wide an audience as possible. MacNeice saw in Eliot's 
poetry the writing of a pedant who viewed life from a corner 
and who was no nearer than the aesthetes had been to the real 
purpose of poetry, which is to speak to the ordinary man.3 
Poetry, then, must not be a pure expression of beauty, and 
it must not be. obscure and remove itself from life. 
The second requirement of a poem, for MacNeice is that 
it must be true. Its truth, however, is a compromise: 
• • • a compromise between personal truth 
and an essential relation to life. A connec-
tion between three lives: the poem's, its 
author's, and the Wider life beyond the 
author which expands through time and space.4 
The truth of the poem does not consist in a mere record of 
the observations of the poet, nor is it what seems to be 
true to the poet's contemporaries. Its truth must lie "in 
the wider life beyond the author~" not limited to the con-
temporary situation nor to the present fact, though it may 
2 Modern Poetry, p. 4. 
3 Modern Poetry, p. 15. See Clifford Dyment, pp. 14-16 
for a discussion of the react~on of the Auden Group to Eliot's 
poetry. 
4 Louis MacNeice, The Poetry of W. B. Yeats (London: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1941), p. 17. 
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rise out of either of these. MacNeice here seems to be 
making the same distinction Aristotle made between universal 
and particular truths, or that Wordsworth made in the Preface 
to the Lyrical Ballads between tr'Jlth "individual and local 11' 
and truth 11 general and operative." The truth of poetry may 
rise out of personal experience, but it must be related to 
universal experience that will produce a sense of recognition 
in the reader. Herein lies the danger in 11 propaganda poetry" 
which may seem to have an immediate truth, but whose truth 
may be so limited to a particular time or place that it fails 
to speak to the universal experiences of men. MacNeice's 
realization of this fact is perhaps one of the reasons that 
he could not bring himself to a hearty enthusiasm about 
Marxism or Freudianism as could some of his contemporaries. 
His liberal ideas were purely intellectual experiences. With 
his heart he longed for th~ old days of traditional values 
and aristocratic standards, and he could not bring himself 
to make something which was not an expression of his own 
experience the .subject of his poetry. 
A poem is not only a communication of truth, it is also 
a bridge to the Unknown, and as such it is communion; but 
it is a bridge 
• • • essentially constructed in terms of the 
known •••• The normal poet ••• starts in the 
world of distinctions and approaches the mystical 
plane from below, and, as it were, incidentally.5 
5 Yeats, p. 11. 
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This conception of poetry raises the probl~m of realism for 
MacNeice. For if a poem is true~ what type of truth does 
it deal with? Does it only ~ reality as a way of getting 
at something that cannot be reached by the empirical reality 
of the scientist? Certainly it has a different kind of truth 
from the truth of the scientist. It is even a different kind 
of reality from that found in other forms of writing~ MacNeice 
thinks: 
Poetry has a different object and it is 
certainly further from realism than the 
prose drama or the novel~ if rgalism is 
used in the constricted sense. 
But it is not~ therefore~ less real; merely different. It 
is different because the scientist's world is a world out-
side himself~ and the poet's world is a world "colored by 
himself conditioned by his emotions."7 Relating this state-
ment to MacNeice's requirement that poetry should contain 
not only a personal truth but also a universal truth~ one 
must conclude that the emotional· reaction of the poet is 
not the chief value of the poem~ though it may give the poem 
its kind of quality. The poet does not pour forth his full 
heart in an emotional outburst. There must be a synthesis 
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of emotion and intellect~ for they are both part of the poet's 
subjective world. Moreover~ the subjective world of the poet 
is of significance only so long as it corresponds to the 
6 Yeats~ p. 5. 
7 Yeats~ p. 6. 
worlds of other men; it cannot be a private symbolic world 
of his own that cannot be understood by other men. When the 
poet's subjective world becomes so private, he cannot, as 
Wordsworth insisted he must, "bind together by passion and 
knowledge the vast empire of human society." 
Yet the approach to this "vast empire" is a particular 
one. Spender discussed Auden's recognition of the problem 
of the relationsh~p of the particular to the universal, 
and he stated that Auden fought to establish "the whole 
position of poetry": 
For poetry assumes that the particular image in 
which a particular experience descends to a 
particular person is significant -- significant 
potentially to all, since all living is par-
ticularization of experience among the separate 
consciousnesses which make up all humanity. 
But the catastrophic viewpoint which so many 
people share today is that particularization is 
impossible, either because there is no time 
for it (since we all may be wiped off the face 
of the earth within the next ten minutes,) or 
because the idea of catastrophe is a public one 
which overwhelms and wipes out in the minds of 
individuals the
8
significance they attach to a 
private symbol. 
For MacNeice, one of the problems of poetry lay in the need 
to bring together the particular and the general. And one 
of the important developments in his poetry, as we shall 
see in a later chapter, was the accompli~hment of this 
synthesis. 
8 11 Seriously Unserious, 11 Poetry, LXXVIII (1951), 
352,353. 
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Poetry is a ritual.9 Its reality is intuitive, and it 
reaches out to some intangible world for its fullest mean-
ing. This concept of poetry was inherited by MacNeice from 
Yeats; and although he seems not to emphasize it in his early 
discussion of poetry in Modern Poetry, in which he was pri-
marily concerned with poetry as communication between men, 
the idea of poetry as a ritual becomes extremely important 
as a means of understanding his later poetry. 
Finally, poetry is an expression of belief. 
In an age which precludes the simple and militant 
faith of a Bunyan~ belief (whether consciously 
formulated or not) still remains the sine qua . 
non of the creative writer.lO 
The writer must have an intense and unqualified involvement 
in some area of belief, whether it be communism, religion, 
or humanism. 
After tying together the various statements made by 
MacNeice in regard to poetry, a tentative definition of 
what his concept of poetry was by the end of the nineteen-
thirties can be arrived at. Poetry is essentially a commu-
nication of some truth, rising out of the poet's own ex-
perience but bearing an essential relationship to .more uni-
versal truths, grounded in a belief held by the poet but 
9 Cf. Yeats, p. 13, and W. H. Auden, 11 Making and Judging 
Poetry, 11 Atlantic Monthly, CXCIX (January 1959), 52. 
10 Louis MacNeice, The Dark Tower and Other Radio Scripts, 
(~ondon: Fabe~ and Faber, 1947), p. 1~ 
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shared by other men, and striving through the ritual of its 
expression to extend its grasp of truth beyond the limits 
of empirical reality to the Unknown. 
II. Definition of a Poet 
If MacNeice 1 s definition of poetry is reminiscent of 
Wordsworth's (at least in his insistence upon the poet's 
particular experience being related to that of all men), 
his definition of a poet is even more so. For "the poet 
is primarily a spokesman, 1111 he believes; and as a spokes-
man communicating to and about man in general, he must share 
the qualities of the ordinary man: 
My own prejudice, therefore, is in favor of 
poets whose worlds are not too esoteric~ I 
would have a poet able-bodied, fond of talking~ 
a reader of the newspapers, capable of pity and 
laughter, informed in politics, susceptible to 
physical impressions. The relationship between 
life and literature is almost impossible to 
analyze, but it should not be degraded into 
something like the translation of one language 
into another. For life is not literary while 
literature is not, in spite of Plato, second hand.l2 
No other statement by MacNeice has r.eceived so much comment 
as this one.l3 But although he withdrew from several of his 
other positions as he stated them in Modern Poetry, he con-
sistently held to this idea of the poet's need to be a whole 
man. Returning at a later date to the statement quoted above, 
11 Modern Poetry, p. 1. 
12 Modern Poetr;y, p. 198. 
13 See, for example, Julian Symons, "Louis MacNeice: the 
Artist as Everyman." 
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he reaffirmed his pelief in its truth: 
I do not withdraw from that position. I think 
that human activity begins at a stage below 
thought and with an urge which I can only 
describe as mystical •••• The stage of 
thought, on the other hand, is a stage of 
distinctions and of consciousness of the 
ego. The mystic proper transcends these 
distinctions and once more merges the ego in 
the cosmos. Ordinary men live most of their 
lives in the intermediate stage -- the stage 
of distinctions and egoism. The poet is 
found among them because the poet's job is 
to be articulate and man cannot be articulate 
unless he makes distinctions; the4logical outcome of mysticism is silehce.l 
The poet must, of necessity, be subordinate to the man. 
But by "the man 11 MacNeice does not mean the Marxist man 
who is a product of economic conditioning: 
The propaganda poets claim to be realists 
a claim which can only be correct if realism is 
identical with pragmatism. Truth, whether poetic 
or scientific, tends to be neither simple nor 
easily intelligible. Whereas, the propagandist 
is bound by his function to give his particular 
public something they can easily swallow and 
digest.l5 
Once again MacNeice is stressing the idea of the poet, as 
a man speaking to men~ concerned with universal truths; 
and these truths must be permanent truths that are not the 
product of one particular economic, political, or social 
condition: 
14 
15 
Realism in the proper sense of the word 
takes account of facts regardless of their 
Yeats, pp. 10, 11. 
Yeats, p. 214. 
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propaganda value and records not only those 
facts which suit one particular public, but 
also those facts which suit another public 
and even those facts which suit no one •••• 
Even if the poet believes in the end of 
the propagandist he can have legitimate 
doubts whether that end will be in the 
long run usefully served by a prostitution 
of poetry. 16 
The poet must not only have a diversity of interests and 
experience, he must have a balanced and sane reaction to 
them. Though he must have belief, he must 11 compromise 11 
his beliefs with his own individual observation.l7 Enthu-
siasm is an asset to the poet, but it is better 11 if tempered 
with Reason and observation of fact.ulS MacNeice's ideal 
poet would combine the enthusiasm of Shelley with the 
reason of Dryden, the belief of Milton with the keen sense 
perception of Keats. This poet should then be placed in the 
midst of a crisis, for "one grows into a belief more quickly, 
more solidly, in a crisis and a crisis might make ••• these 
poets better or produce other and better poets, 11 he said, 
speaking of Auden, Spender, and Day Lewis.l9 
MacNeice himself struggles toward this ideal. A scholar 
and professor, a graduate of Oxford with a 11 first in Greats, 11 
16 Yeats, p. 215. 
17 Modern Poetry, p. 201. 
18 Modern Poetr;y, p. 202. 
19 Modern Poetr;y, p. 204. 
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he might be expected to fail on the grounds of being too 
esoteric. Yet he more often fails because he clings to 
the objects and graces that are part of "the good life" 
and builds a fortress against ideas, as he says in "Turf-
Stacks": 
But those who lack the peasant's conspirators, 
The tawny mountain~ the unregarded buttress~ 
Will feel the need of a fortress against their ideas 
and against the 
Shuddering insidious shock of the theory-vendors, 
The little sardine-men crammed in a monster toy 
Who tilt their aggregate beast against our crumbling 
Troy. 
For we are obsolete who like the lesser things 
Who play in corners with looking-glasses and beads; 
It is better we should go quickly, go into Asia 
Or any other tunnel where the world recedes, 
Or turn blind wantons like the gulls who scream 
And rip the edge off any ideal or dream.20 
The person who thinks too much about the meaning of life or 
thinks himself superior to unreflective beings misses life, 
MacNeice believes. Intellect may be of value, but it can 
be harmful if it prevents the poet from feeling a natural 
association with his fellow men. 
There is no doubt about the fact that MacNeice's 
enthusiasm is tempered with reason; but he finds difficulty 
in acquiring the belief he deman~s of the poet. His obser-
vation about the value of crisis in the development of a 
poet is supported by his own experience, for it was in the 
20 From Poems (~935)~ in Collected Poems, 1925-1948 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1949)., p. 75. 
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period immediately before and during World War II that he 
began to seek for a correlation between empirical fact and 
intuitive truth, and during this period that he was success-
ful for the first time in achieving a ~alance between the 
opposite elements in his own pe;sonality. 21 
III. The Poet and the Modern World 
Contributing to the difficulty of maintaining a balance 
and making the poet's task of speaking as an ordinary man 
extremely difficult is the fact of the poet's isolation. 
For how can a poet speak for others if modern man cannot 
listen to the poet? How can a poet include others in what 
he has to say for himself if he is isolated in the modern 
world and therefore cannot see that world as other men see 
it? By his definition of the poet and of poetry~ MacNeice 
made it necessary for an answer to be given to these ques~ 
tions. 22 The Aesthetes could ignore their isolation. Eliot 
21 MacNeice created two imaginary characters~ Perceval 
and Crowder~ who seem to be the embodiment of the two parts 
of his own contradictory personality~ the one representing 
the scholar and aristocrat, and the other the ordinary man. 
I Crossed the Minch (London: Longmans, 1938). In the same 
volume, he defines a poem as a ''collaboration between Jekyll 
and Hyde," (p. 176). 
22 Randall Jarrell thinks that "The public has an unusual 
relationship to the poet: it doesn't even know that he is 
there." And he answers the question, "Is there is a public 
for poetry?" by saying, "Of course~ there are several publics 
for poetry -- small, benighted, eccentric publics -- just 
as there are publics for postage stamps and cobblers' benches; 
but this is such a disastrous change from the days of Childe 
Harold and In Memoriam and Hiawatha, when the public for 
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felt little or no necessity to speak as a common man. But 
for MacNeice, the divorce between poetry and the poet and 
other men created a serious problem. The divorce, he felt, 
had been acute for over a h~ndred years. 23 The difficulty 
originated with the Romantics, particularly with the later 
poetry of the Romantic movement, when poets became conscious 
of themselves not as men, but as poets. Since they spoke 
as poets, not as men, the world in which they were interested 
was the poetic world,. and it excluded much of the ordinary 
world of mankind as unfit for poetry. So the poets, out of 
this attitude of self-consciousness, cut themselves off from 
the very world it was their purpose to communicate about and 
with. The radical change tha~ took place during the nine-
teenth century in the interest of the reading public in 
poetry is indicated by the poet's sense of isolation present 
at the century's close compared with the statement'of . 
Wordsworth at the century's beginning: "Of two descriptions 
• each of them equally well executed, the one in·prose 
and the other in verse, the verse will be read a hundred times 
where the prose is read once. 11 
poetry was, simply, the reading public, that you can see why 
poets feel the miserable astonishment they feel." "Poets, 
Critics and Readers, 11 The .American Scholar, XXVIII (1959), 
277. .And Milton .Allen Kaplan says that "the art of poetry 
is in danger of extinction," and feels the importance of 
radio is that it has restored the poet's ability to speak 
to men. Radio and Poetry (New York: Columbia Univ., 1949), 
p. 21. Perhaps this is the reason for MacNeiceis interest 
in radio work. 
23 Modern Poetry, p. 2. 
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It is partly the fault of poets themselves that the 
community has cut them off from itself, MacNeice suggests, 
for the poet (at least the modern poet), 
is often both a 'rebel' against and a parasite 
upon his community. He makes it his pride 
to have different values and beliefs from 
those of the community, while at the same time 
he demands that the community shall support 
him and his poetry for their own sake in 
the same way an appreciative oyster might 
support a pearl that grows in it. The po~~ 
seems no longer organic to the community. 
Although MacNeice did not seem to be aware of such a 
responsibility when he published his first book of poems, 
Blind Fireworks, in 1929, by 1938 he had come to a recog-
nition of the responsibility of the poet to find a way 
to an organic relationship with the community. Several 
years after he had made the above statement, MacNeice tried 
reaching the public through radio, ~eeling that modern man 
really is at home to poetry if he isn't told what he is 
listening to, for 
he may dislike the idea of poetry, but that 
is because he has been conditioned to think 
of poetry as something too sissy, infantile, 
difficult or irrelevant.25 
The sight of verse may frighten him; he nevertheless is 
capable of listening and responding to the sound of a piece 
of poetry, without being aware of what he is nearing. 
24 Modern Poetry, p. 2. 
25 Louis MacNeice, Christopher Columbus (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1944), p. 11. 
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The poet may react to his isolation by searching for 
an audience, or he may react by running even farther away. 
The Art for Art's Sake school of poetry, MacNeice felt, 
attempted to divorce art from life, and refused to meddle 
in the every-day world, poets in this way completing the 
progressive alienation of the poet. Yet many of them pro-
fessed to believe that poets were functional -- that they 
were t~e prophets, the preachers, and the unacknowledged 
legislators of life. 26 Such a view, MacNeice thought, was 
wholly inconsistent. It is poetry resulting from such a 
view that he calls luxury poetry; and he discusses the role 
of such poetry in a dialogue between himself and his 11 Guardian 
Angel 11 in I Crossed the Minch: 
Guardian Angel: Ah, poetry! You won't give that 
up, eh? One couldn't live a life without emotions. 
Me: Who's talking of living a life without emotions? 
Poetry is to the emotions as my palate is to my 
stomach~ eating without a palate would be bad, 
but what about eating without a stomach? ••• 
In a city starving under siege we may have to 
ignore the palate and its long traditions of 
titillation. 
Guardian Angel: The poet, you mean, is the gourmet 
who has no place in a siege? 
Me: That's what I mean. That applies at least to 
what is called the pure poet. Impure poetry 
of some sort will doubtless continue. But we shall 
~ot have either the time or the money for the 
luxury personal relationship. (p. 127) 
IV. MacNeice's Efforts to Make Sense of the World 
The poet must not only live in the world of the 
.ordinary man, it is his duty to the poet within him to· 
26 Modern Poetry, p. 3. 
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understand the complexities of the age in which he lives. 
A neeessary preliminary to writing great poetry, according 
to MacNeice, is to make sense of our world. 27 But how is 
the poet to find patterns and meanings in a world that is 
changing more rapidly than the mind can comprehend? The 
changing ideas of Louis MacNeice reflect the struggle to 
accomplish such an adjustment. 
The nineteen-thirties, well removed from the first 
world war, occasionally seemed a stable period during which 
the greatest problems were economic, but MacNeice and his 
friends sensed the oncoming disaster, feeling, like the 
character MacNeice created in "The Conscript, 11 
• • • the weight of history 
Like clay around his boots.2~ 
"Prayer in Mid-Passage 11 expressed their sense of being 
caught by the time in which they lived: 
We were the past -- and doomed because 
We were a past that never was; 
Yet grant to men that they may climb 
This time-bound ladder out of time 
And by our human organs we 
Shall thus transcend humanity.29 
Fraser says that these poets were especially sensitive to 
the dangers of their age: 
27 Poems, 1925-1940 (New York: Random House, 1940), 
p. xiii. 
28 Collected Poems, p. 225. 
29 Collected Poems, p. 234. 
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They saw a world of apparent safety and 
real drift (they were aware of the dangers 
of Fascist aggression and the probability of 
a new war long before the mass of the public, 
even before all but the best and the most honest 
of the journalists and politicians). They 
turned naturally from that apparent safety and 
real drift to images of danger courageously 
faced and of conscious human purpose.30 
When disaster finally occu~red, it exceeded anything imagined 
but by the most sensitive onlooker; only those who saw it as 
Armageddon could have anticipated greater destruction than 
World War II produced. The poet, whose duty i-t was to 
understand the world, found his world almost· totally changed, 
his understanding temporarily dimmed, and his art meaning-
less. Referring to this period in a poem in Holes in the 
Sky (1948), MacNeice called it a "Hiatus": 
Yes, we wake stiff and older; especially when 
The schoolboys of the Thirties appear, 
Fledged in the void, indubitably men, 
Having kept vigil on the unholy Mount 
And found some dark and tentative things made clear, 
Some clear made dark, in the years that did not count.31 
Looking back at Autumn Journal (written in 1938), he admitted 
that the book failed in understanding.32 It was a failure 
he had foreseen, but since poetry is his "road to freedom 
and knowledge," he evidently felt that the poem was of value 
as an effort to understand, even if the understanding did 
30 Fraser, p. 234. 
31 Collected Poems, p. 240. 
32 Poems 1925-1940, p. xiii. 
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not penetrate the superficial level of existence to arrive 
at any meanings.33 Perhaps the existence of a poem, the 
creation of a verbal structure, in itself offers hope that 
life also has patterns: 
To give us hope that fact is a facade 
And that there is an organism behind 
Its brittle littleness, a rhythm and a meaning 
Something half-conjectured and half-divined, 
Something to give way to and so find.34 
If MacNeice was unable to find patterns and meanings 
in the chaotic world of the late nineteen-thirties and during 
the war years, he did at least report that world with honesty. 
Rosenfel~ comments on the inseparable connection between 
history and the poetry of the period: 
I was struck by the way in which a period 
of writing that is to say a style, approximates 
a period of time. The same history is common 
to both, and each may be read in terms of the 
other. In the case of MacNeice, as with Auden, 
Spender and Day Lewis, taken as a group, before 
their present divergences appeared, history 
is as indispensable to the poetry as the paper 
it is written on; more than subject matter, it 
is the very form, the language, and the words, 
the rhythm and the attitude ~- all, one might 
say, but the poet himself.35 · 
The end of World War II did not bring a meaningful 
world to the poet, either. The very fact that the Auden 
Group were prophets of the apocalyptic destruction of the 
33 Poems 1925-1940, p. xiv. 
34 "The News-Reel," Collected Poems, p. 225. 
35 Isaac Rosenfeld, "Rational Poetry," New Republic, 
CXVIII (1945), 544. 
35 
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nineteen-forties made a readjustment after the war even more 
difficult. For of what value is a prophet after his prophecies 
have been fulfilled? 11 In this respect men are always vic-
timized by history, even when they have mastered its prin-
ci'f)le," comments Rosenfeld, pointing out the absolute break 
caused by the war.36 Auden 1 s move to America helped him 
to rise above such a situation; MacNeice in England was 
faced with the readjustment while he was surrounded by the 
nostalgic reminders of the old civilization in which he had 
started writing. 11 Epitaph for Liberal Poets 1r (1944), suggests 
the poet's dilemma: 
We who always had, but never admitted, a master, 
Who were expected--and paid--to be ourselves, 
Conditioned to think freely, how· can we 
Patch up our broken hearts and modes of thought in plaster 
And glorify in chromium-plated stories 
Those who shall supersede us and cannot need us 
The tight-lipped technocratic Conquistadores?37 
The way in which MacNeice set about to do something 
about his dilemma as a poet was different from the ways 
found by his friends, and that has"been the chief cause of 
their divergences. He rejected the possible attitudes of 
36 Rosenfeld, p. 545. 
37 Collected Poems, p. 231. 
indifference or lassitude.38 He also r~jected the opposite 
evil -- over-introspectiveness, which, according to South-
trfOrth, 
in the attempt to find the solution to the 
unsolvable riddle of life is a vice of the 
age. Men from all classes realize that they 
are engulfed in spiritual desuetude, that the 
world is sick, and that life must be changed 
if they are to survive.39 
MacNeice saw the results of such over-introspectiveness in 
Auden, who, greatly influenced by Groddeck's theories, looked 
at the world with a clinical eye, diagnosed and prescribed, 
and created a poetry that was 11 difficult because he is too 
interested in the contemporary world and is trying to 
assimilate complex bits of it.nlJ.O Such complexity and 
obscurity in poetry, however, although better than that 
caused by a poet's turning his back on the world, MacNeice 
could not accept and still hold that the poet must be a 
common man speaking to common men. He hoped to· avoid both 
38 Before the war, MacNeice had already indicated his 
belief that indifference was an unacceptable attitude toward 
even an inevitable disaster: 11 Me: You are helpfully suggest-
ing in fact that during the Untergang, the collapse of 
civilization, the noblest function of a person endowed with 
a brain is to sit on the ground and count the legs on a 
centipede. 
The waves of war flow forward --
Guardian Angel: Well, you can't be King Canute and tell the 
waves to go back. 
Me: No, but one might like Noah set about building·a boat. 11 
I Crossed the Minch, p. 133. 
39 
4o 
Southworth, p. 165. 
MacNeice, "Poetry, the Public and the Critic, 11 p. 381. 
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types of obscurity and still provide a synthesis of the 
chaotic phenomena of the modern world and a reflection of 
the contemporary states of mind; he hoped to be able to find 
once again the patterns of life, which are all the more 
necessary because of the complexity of the age: 
The more difficult the game, the greater the 
technique required of the players ••• Few 
of the spectators of any sport know all of its 
fine points, but most of them do get the hang 
of what is going on: there is a certain broad 
pattern which cannot be missed, and they are 
willing to lump the subtleties. Most of the 
world's poetry shows an equally broad pattern. 
Today the broad pattern is frequently missing.41 
38 
MacNeice did not find the patterns in religion or in political 
theories. It was not only his innate inclination toward an 
aristocratic society that caused him to reject social reform 
as a way out, it was a basic inconsistency that he ~ound in 
Marxist theory, which preached a stringent determinism 
social existence determining man's view of iife -- and yet 
felt that revolutionary propaganda could change anything.42 
Such a determinism he could not agree with. Man can find 
patterns, and he can shape his own life: 
41 
42 
43 
Life for living creatures is not something which 
you merely have or have not; it is something 
plastic; it is what you make it. The sense of 
values ••• governing this conscious or uncon-
scious creation ••• is not ut~litarian; it can 
only be described as mystical.~3 
"Poetry, the Public and the Critic," p. 380. 
See Yeats, p. 215. 
Yeats, p. 10. 
The search for values, the exploration beneath the facade 
of fact to the patterns of life, these characterize the poetry 
of MacNeice during the years since the end of the war. It 
is the fact that he can be so searching that distinguishes 
man from other forms of life. "Explorations" contrasts the 
animals who are guided by "foregone designs" ·and man: 
• • • For we are unique, a conscious 
Hoping and therefore despairing crea~ure, the final 
Anomaly of the world, we can learn no method 
From whales or birds qr worms; 
Our end is our own to be won by our own endeavor 
And held on our own terms.44 
What MacNeice sought, that communism or any other 
orthodoxy could not give him, was a synthesis of the spir-
itual nature and the physical nature of man, which in poetry 
are as closely related as convex to concave, so that the 
whole poet might reflect within himself a synthesis within 
the modern world. If that can be accomplished, then the 
poet can once again be a part of an organically related 
world in which he can communicate with his fellow men. He 
can then function as a poet by expressing the realization 
that every man would have in such a world of being a part 
in a total pattern. The recognition of such patterns would 
produce the universal qualities of poetry that MacNeice 
demands. Such a world would solve all his problems. For 
he cannot be a poet by his own definition in a world in 
44 From Springboard (1944), Collected Poems, p. 216. 
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which the poet is isolated; and he cannot write poetry that 
. 
answers to his definition if he cannot see the patterns that 
only such a synthesis can reveal. For this reason, there 
was a gradual change in his poetry, especially in that written 
during the last years of World War II an~ after. And although 
the change was not a shifting of beliefs, as in the cases of 
Auden and Spender, it was just as real, and just as deliberate. 
The dedication to the poems of 1944 reads: 
Because the velvet image, 
Because the lilting measure 
No more convey my meaning 
I am compelled to disabuse 
My mind of casual pleasure 
And turn it towards a centre 
A zone which others too 
And you 
May choose to enter.45 
The next five chapters of this study are concerned with 
the ways in which MacNeice sought to achieve this synthesis, 
and what that search did to his poetry. 
Collected Poems, p. 213. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Influences on MacNeice's Poetry 
Louis MacNeice shared the dilemma of his generation 
of poets -- they were interested in experiments in form 
and in content, in breaking away from the traditional ideas 
of the effet·e Georgians, in attempting to shake off the 
artificial and the confining, yet they felt the need of 
relating their poetry to the long past of English litera-
tuFe. From Eliot they had learned the value of the literary 
allusion; they had observed how echoes of different great 
writers of,the past might give a poem a richer and more 
complex meaning, as though every poetic thought was made 
up of layers of past experiences as great writers had shaped 
them. For MacNeice, the classical scholar, the past in 
which he felt his poetry was rooted also encompassed the 
literature of Greece and Rome. And as. the son of an Irish 
clergyman, he felt the influence of tpe Hebrew poetry in the 
Bible. The variety of poetic traditions of which he felt 
himself to be a part was great. The effort of including 
these traditions in his poetry and still using fresh forms 
and idioms often led to a confusion of imagery and diction 
in his early poems. A part of his need to find a synthesis 
for the conflicting sense of the reality of the present 
moment and the significance of the past was the strong feel-
ing that the 11pasts" and 11 presents 11 of poetry must be fused 
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into the timelessness of art. Commenting on the need for 
such a synthesis, he said: 
The problem is especially difficult for us 
because, unlike our more parochial predecessors, 
we have so many Pasts and Presents to choose from. 
We have too much choice and not enough brute 
limitations. The eclectic is usually impotent. 
The alternative to eclecticism is clique-
literature.l 
His own solution was the -middle way which avoided both the 
extremely allusive· style of Eliot that he called "the 
cultural rock-jumping style"2 and its alternative, clique-
literature. Although it is ·possible to find echoes of 
almost every period of literature from the Anglo-Saxon to 
the contemporary in MacNeice's poetry, he is most strongly 
influenced by a few writers and traditions whose character-
istics he shapes to conform to his own individual style. 
Some of these influences (especially the Bible and classical 
literatures) persist throughout his poetry; tbe influence 
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of Yeats can be seen in the nineteen-thirties and grows in 
importance throughout the next decade; Gerard Manley Hopkins's 
influence also begins in the early poetry, but it increases 
in significance and is especially felt in the poetry of the 
nineteen-fifties. The most noticeable change in MacNeice's 
poetry, so far as the influences upon that poetry are 
.. 
1 "Poetry Today," The Arts Today, ed. Geoffrey Grigson 
(London: John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1935), p. 30. 
2 "Poetry Today," p. 34. 
concerned, is in his ability to use those influences as a 
means of enriching the poetry without making his poems 
collections of widely selected allusions. This ability, 
often markedly absent in the early poems, is one of the 
important characteristics of the later poetry. 
I. The Influence of the Bible 
Earliest of the important influences upon MacNeice was 
that of the Bible. He tells us that long before the age 
of eight he had had Biblical imagery engrained in him, and 
that at that age his favorite reading was the apocalypse.3 
Many literary scholars have pointed out the relation between 
the free rhythms and irregular patterns of contemporary 
poetry ·and the cadences of Biblical poetry. The phrases, 
echoes and subjects from the Bible increase in MacNeice's 
poetry as he grows more mature and more skillful in handling 
his craft; and they increase with a noticeable importance 
in the poems that h~ve the greatest freedom of pattern and 
movement. The early use of Biblical images and Biblical 
references in his poetry of the nineteen-thirties was random, 
for decoration or for an isolated effect, and the spiritual 
value of the images or references in their ?riginal context 
are largely lost. But in Ten Burnt Offerings (1952), which 
shows the influence of the Bible more than anything else 
3 11 Experience with Images; 11 p. 129. Longaker and Bolles 
comment on the Biblical influences on MacNeice, p. 290. 
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MacNeice wrote, both in the long rolling cadences of 
passages of the poems and in the fre~uent use of Biblical 
symbols, the symbols from the Bible and ref~rences to 
·scriptural incidents are used to suggest values and are not 
merely decorative but are parts of the poetic thought. 
In the poems before Autumn Journal (1939) the few 
evidences of Biblical influence are related to the sense 
of doom and destruction. The many wastelands presented by 
poets after Eliot, the sense of impending catastrophe felt 
by sensitive observers of the decade, even the influence of 
Freud and the interest in the nightmare world of the sub-
conscious all encouraged the kind of imagery that MacNeice 
had found fascinating as a boy in the book of Revelation. 
When he pictures the imminent destruction of the civiliza-
tion he knows, he describes mankind living in 
• • • a world of slums 
Where any day now may see the Gadarene swine 
Rush down the gullets of the London tubes 4 Where the enemy, x or y, let loose their gas. · 
The early poems are also full of images of huge, symbolic, 
non-human beings: ·the Ghost of Grettir in "Eclogue from 
Iceland," Death in "Eclogue by a Five-Barred Gate, 11 and God 
and the Devil who appear in the shadows of the child's room 
in the poem "Intimations of Mortality.n5 Such grotes~ue 
4 
"Eclogue from Iceland" (1937), Collected Poems, p. 34. 
5 11Eclogue by a Five-Barred Gate" (written between 1933 
and 1937), Collected Poems,· p •. 23; "Intimations of Mortality" 
(1935), Collected Poems, P• 85. 
creatures may well be related to the beasts and supe~natural 
beings, the dragons and monsters and bodiless voices that 
are a part o~ the dramatic portrayal of the world's destruc-
tion in Revelation. 
Autumn Journal (1939) marks a change in both the quali-
tative and quantitative use of Biblical imagery and in the 
complexity and coherence of its use. The contexts from 
which images are drawn are sugges~ed by their use and usually 
set up an ironic opposition between the Biblical passage from 
which the image or reference is taken and the passage of the 
poem in which it is placed. So in Section II of the poem, 
discussing the Christmas season around which the poem is 
organized, the line "Glory to God in the Lowest, peace 
beneath the earth,"6 comments on a world in which "the gods 
are absent" and men are spiritually insensitive. Or he uses 
the original idea echoing behind the words of the.poem to 
suggest a judgment, as in the passage from Section XIII 
which evaluates the artificial and empty world of the 
pedant: 
6 
7 
For ever wherever two or three 
Persons of intelligence and culture 
Are gathered together in talk 
Writing definitions on invisible blackboards 
In non-existent chalk ••• 7 
Collected Poems, p. 123. 
Collected Poems, p. 147. 
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Sometimes he finds an analogous situation in the New 
Testament to make vivid a modern quality of life. For 
instance, Paul's Mars Hill speech from the book of Acts 
refers to the Greek temple dedicated to the Unknown God. 
MacNeice feels the modern world suffers from the same doubt 
as the Greeks: 
What shall we pray for, Lord? Whom shall we pray to? 
Shall we give like decadent Athens the benefit of 
the doubt 
To the Unknown God or smugly pantheistic ~ssume that God is everywhere round about?B 
Sometimes he protests against the impractical standards of 
the world of religion. "Men cannot live by bread alone," 
says the Bible. MacNeice argues: 
Sine qua ~ indeed, we cannot ever 
Live by soul alone; the soul without the stomach 
Would find its glory gone.9 
Introduced into MacNeice's poetry for the first time in 
Autumn Journal are some of the Biblical references that 
become more important as he uses th'em in the later poetry, 
especially in Ten Burnt Offerings. Jacob's 11 ladder of 
angels," one of the dominant themes in "Day of Returning" 
from the later volume, is used in Autumn Journal as a 
symbol of beauty: 
8 Autumn Journal, Section XVIII, Collected Poems, p. 159. 
9 Collected Poems, p. 165. 
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I must pursue this life, it will not be only 
A drag from numbered ston0e to numbered stone, But a ladder of angels.l 
And Saint Paul's Mar's Hill speech is one of the themes of 
the later poem "Areopagus." 
In Ten Burnt Offerings, however, what was an occasional 
reference and what was obvious or contrived has become an 
organic part of the whole poem. And not only the allusions 
and images are derived from the Bible, but frequently the 
movement of the lines themselves sounds like the lyrical 
passages of Old Testament poetry. In the first poem of the 
volume, for example, "Suite for Recorders," echoes of the 
Song of Songs can be heard: 
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Come, my sheep, my goats, graze where the shoots are tender, 
Now I will sing of her. 
• come while the shadows lengthen 
Graze your fill before night.ll 
"Areopagu~" places in opposition and then harmonizes the 
contrasting themes of Saint Paul's speech and the Greek 
Furies in a poem 9oncerned with man's need for belief; man 
must have Something or Someone to symbolize the unknown: 
p. 
Christ, if we could, having Christian fathers; 
But Furies, if we must, for no 
Life is for nothing, all must pay, 
Yet what unknown is dread, we know 
Can yet prove kind ••• 12 
10 Collected Poems, p. 127. 
11 Ten Burnt 
18. 
Offerings {London: Faber and Faber, 
12 Ten 'Burnt Offerings, p. 24. 
1952), 
Images of hope are Biblical: bread, wine, flowers, and 
honey; and these images finally unite the references to 
classical myths and to Biblical stories: 
But Saul call·ed Paul, adjourn your day of doom. 
Orestes too was acquitted. The body may be a tomb 
Yet even the beggar's body is bread, is wine, is flowers 
in bloom; 
Trundle back then that weight of sin from the grave. 
With the cross hidden in the square, the Furies hidden 
in the cave, 
Ripening the corn, Christ too must have bodies to save.l3 
Particularly in ttAreopagustt MacNeice's use of symbolism 
from the Bible suggests that although he may not have ·had a 
positive belief in Christian doctrines, he values the ancient 
and richly associative portrayal of human experience pre-
sented in the Bib.le. He uses echoes of well-known passages 
to start a series of related ideas. In ttour Sister Watertt 
the spiritual sterility of the modern world of steam-driven 
machinery is placed in a context ~f references to the Biblical 
use of water as a symbol of spiritual rebirth, the modern 
world waiting 
As the chosen people 
Waited while Moses raised his rod to Yahweh 
Through a second of dry eternity; then split it 
Into a gash of silver.l4 
The splendor and magnificence of water is suggested by the 
lines: 
13 
14 
Ten Burnt Offerings, pp. 24, 25. 
Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 50. 
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Stand on your heads you fountains, 
Be lifted up you long horizontal lakes, 
which· are not only an achievement in onomatopoeia, but are 
a reminder of the next line of the Psalm they echo, 11 And 
the King of Glory will come in, 11 so that the brightness 
and majesty and spiritual richness are all a·part of the 
qualities of water suggested by its Biblical use and stand 
in ironic contrast to the deadness and pettiness in MacNeice 1 s 
worl'd. 
II. The Influence of Yeatsl5 
Also a result of MacNeice's childhood background is 
his interest in Yeats, whos~ Irish interests and idioms 
MacNeice responded to because of his own Irish heritage. 
Both poets were affected by the loneliness of Irish rural 
life. Both were taught to feel a contempt for England, 
which represented "crass materialism11 to them, and both 
believed Ireland to be the country of the spirit.l6 In 
Autumn Journal MacNeice writes of the "sentimental English 11 
and compares them to the Irish, who are 
• •· • members of a world that never was, 
Baptised with fairy waterj 
l5 Although Southworth says that MacNeice differs from 
the Auden group by an Irish backgrounrr that linked him with 
Yeats, neither he nor ·any of the other critics have analyzed 
tl;le extent of Yeats's influence on MacNeice's poetry. 
16 4 Yeats, p. 7. 
And partly because Ireland is small enough 
To be still thought of with a family feeling 
And partly because the waves are rough 
That split her from a more commercial culture.l7 
These are the reasons that he and Yeats both liked being 
Irish. 
He shared with Yeats a dislike for the middle-class 
mediocrity and a nostalgic desire for the ordered and 
aristocratic way of life, though for MacNeice such a way 
of life had become impossible, whereas for·Yeats it was 
still a possibility. MacNeice and Yeats both used the 
external world, especially the world of nature, as a source 
of symbols for poetry. They agreed most of all about the 
purpose of poetry: it is to "make sense of the world, to 
simplify it, to put shape on it,"18 not to make poetry a 
reflection of the difficulties and complexities of the world 
as did Eliot. MacNeice points out these similarities between 
himself and Yeats and says that he and Auden and Spender 
"stood with Yeats f'or system against chaos, for a positive 
.. art against a passive impressionism. ttl9 Most important of 
all, the dryness and hardness of the later poetry of Yeats 
pleased him,2° and he liked the way Yeats could achieve these 
qualities without losing his response to the joy of life. 
17 Collected Poems, p. 164. 
18 Yeats, p. 223. 
19 Yeats, p. 224. 
20 Yeats, p. 179. 
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After the "juvenilia" of Blind Fireworks (1929), in 
which Yeats's influence cannot yet be observed, MacNeice's 
poetry was influenced increasingly by the poetry of Yeats~ 
and that influence has continued to his latest volume of 
verse. 
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Perhaps the best way. to assess the importance o~ Yeats's 
influence on MacNeice is to compare the two poems of MacNeice's 
and Yeats's that are most alike. MacNeice surely had Yeats's 
"A Prayer for My Daughter 11 in mind when he wrote his 11 0de 11 ; 
so close are the two poems in structure and meaning that at 
times the later one sounds almost like a paraphrase. A 
study of them both may suggest, then, not only the extent 
of MacNeice 1 s indebtedness to Yeats, but by assessing the 
ways in which he differs from the older poet, it may also 
suggest the limits of this influence. 
Both poems begin in a seaside storm. Ye~ts finds the 
sea a source of gloom,·a symbol of violence and chaos, of 
the threatening future from which he would protect his 
daughter. For MacNeice the sea is a symbol of an earlier, 
simpler life, even of God; and he longs for it as an escape 
from the world of "celluloid abstractions, 11 of 11 nifty hero 
and the deathless blonde 11 an artificial and ugly modern 
world which Yeats refused to admit into his poetry.21 
21 
modern 
or the 
in the 
Although Yeats certainly reflects the ugliness of the 
world, it is always ugliness found in the natural world 
rural community. For MacNeice such ugliness is seen 
synthetic, mechanistic world of the big city. 
But though the sea, and God, seem boundless, the eye places 
limits on them and shapes them to a pattern. Such an order-
ing of the apparently shapeless modern world is the poet's 
chief desire for his son, making his life, like the poem, 
a delicately contrived balancing of such a sense of order 
with a realization of the complex and disordered multi-
plicity of life's experiences. 
Their wishes for their children are similar: Yeats 
wishes for his daughter beauty, in moderation, for too 
great beauty may become an end in itself, courtesy, joy, 
a sense of permanence, a spontaneous love which is not to 
be inhibited or destroyed by intellectual hatred, an environ-
ment of ceremony and custom. MacNeice 1 s prayer is for know-
ledge, "the blessedness of fact," sensitivity of feeling, 
varied experience controlled by moderation, joy, permanence, 
and the ability to maintain equilibrium in the chaos of the 
modern world. 
But MacNeice 1 s wishes for his son, though apparently 
similar to Yeats's prayer for his daughter, cannot be stated 
so simply, for he recognizes problems which Yeats does not. 
The problem of time concerns him. As it moves, so must 
experience; and the constantly changing demands of life 
i 
make difficult any absolute values, so that the poet must 
resort to symbols to serve as a "compass for his journey." 
Moreover, the threats against which Yeats would shield his 
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daughter are to her happiness, to her serenity; the threats 
MacNeice sees in his world are not only spiritual but are 
real physical dangers: violent death and torturous suffering 
can be the result for the child who does not make sense of 
the twentieth century world. Nevertheless, like Yeats, who 
would not have his daughter "opinionated., 11 he prays: 
Therefore let not my son, halving the truth 
Be caught between jagged edges; 
And let him not falsify the world 
By taking it to pieces; 
The marriage of Cause and Effect, Form and Content 
Let him not part asunder.22 
Not the sterile wisdom of the analytical dissecter of life, 
but the wisdom of experience which recognizes the wholeness 
of life and can respond to it as a whole man he would desire. 
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The differences in the two poems' endings are signifi-
cant. Yeats concludes with a prayer for ceremo~y, for a 
stable., unchanging environment for his daughter. But MacNeice 
cannot, not finding absolute values: 
I cannot draw up any code 
There are too many qualifications 
Too many asterisk asides 
Too many crosses in the margin. 
Both poets wish for joy and permanence. Both find 
symbols of that permanence in nature, Yeats in the 11 flourish-
ing hidden tree," in the linnet, in the 11 green laurel rooted 
in one dear perpetual place." MacNeice sees the joys as 
22 Collected Poems, p. 45. 
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ambiguous and symbolized not by something rooted but by the 
bee in May. To get permanence, he sees, is a problem of 
personai integrity, a problem of riding "two horses at once, 
a foot on each, 11 precarious and never safely solved. Perma-
nence and equilibrium are achieved by the in~ividual's 
relationship to Time and its movements; there a:Ee no Hdear 
perpetual places" for MacNeice. 
So for him, the final symbols suggesting an ideal 
attitude toward life cannot be, as they are for Yeats, 
fixed like the 11 spreading laurel tree''; they are the migrat-
ing bird, the comet, and finally the sea. The concluding 
passage of the poem not only has returned to the opening 
image of the sea, but has gathered up in the return all 
the intervening symbols of life -- a life troubled, con-
stantly changing, seemingly without shape or meaning, often 
menacing and destructive -- so that for MacNeice's final 
determination the sea serves as a symbol to poet, to poem, 
and to his son: 
For nothing is more proud than humbly to accept 
And without soaring or swerving win by ignoring 
To endlessly curving sea and so come to one's home. 
And so come to one's peace while the yellow waves 
are roaring. 
For although he says "We never come full circle,"23 his 
poems often do. MacNeice's des~re to find a pattern in 
life and to give a form to it in poetry is not unlike that 
23 "An April Manifesto," Collected Poems, p. 81. 
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of Yeats merely because he finds it infinitely more diffi-
cult to do •. 
Other poems suggest Yeats directly. "Flight of the 
Heart~" (1940)~ for example~ with its opening lines strongly 
suggestive of many of Yeats's poems: 
Heart~ my heart~ what will you do? 
There are five lame dogs and one deaf-mute 
All of them with demands on you.24 
The beginning of MacNeice's poem immediately brings to mind 
the opening lines of Yeats's "The Tower": 
What shall I do with this absurdity --
0 heart~ 0 troubled heart -- this caricature 
Decrepit age that has been tied to me 
As to a dog's tail? 
Yeats finds compensation for old age in images and memories 
of the past; for MacNeice the conclusion is somewhat dif-
ferent: 
But what when the cellar roof caves in 
With one blue flash and nine old bones? 
How~ my heart~ will you save your skin? 
I will go back where I belong 
With one foot first and both eyes blind~ 
I Will go back where I belong 
In the fore-being of mankind. 
The five sections of "The Closing Album" (1940)~ each one 
titled for an Irish city~ several of them containing collo-
quial expressions and harsh diction~ are also reminiscent 
of the later Yeats. From "Dublin" the reader receives a 
picture of Ireland as a country of 
24 Collected Poems~ p. 202. 
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The catcalls and the pain, 
The glamour of her squalor, 
The bravado of her talk.25 
11 Sligo and Mayo 11 suggests the softness of "Innisfree": 
And little distant fields were sprigged with haycocks 
And splashed against a white 
Roadside cottage a welter of nasturtium 
Deluging the sight.26 
And 11 Galway 11 is a good example of the melancholy impression 
that Ireland makes on Irish poets; it creates this impression 
in short, vigorous lines, echoing Yeats's poetry of the 
'thirties and after: 
0 the crossbones of Galway 
The hollow grey houses, 
The rubbish and the sewage~ 
The grass-grown pier ••• 2r 
MacNeice 1 s Irish childhood and youth probably had much 
to do with his admiration for Yeats; they shared an attitude 
toward the poetic world that was shaped by their common 
heritage. But more than Irish subject matter drew him to 
Yeats as a model, He believed that the poet should be 
involved in the world about him, and Yeats's poetry was 
concerned with political events and With social conditions. 
The poems of MacNeice written during World War II, particu-
larly, show a similar interest in the world about him, for 
25 Collected Poems, p. 185. 
26 Collected Poems, p. 187. 
27 · Collected Poems, p. 188. 
he felt that the objective world cannot be ignored simply 
that the poet might be totally absorbed in his own emotions. 
Such poems· as "Refugees, 11 11Brother Fire 11 or "Bottleneck" 
(from the 1941 and 1944 volumes of poetry) express concern 
for the drift of external conditions that brings to mind 
Yeats's poems in his volumes The Wild Swans at Coole and 
Michael Robartes and the Dancer written during an earlier 
world crisis. The individual personality was of value to 
both Yeats and MacNeice. But whereas for Yeats the indi-
vidual derives his significance from a context of meaning 
supplied by his system, for MacNeice the context is given 
its significance by the person, for it is the person who 
is involved in the national crisis who supplies the mean-
ing for the event. Human dignity becomes the chief value 
of life, and such characters in MacNeice's wartime poems 
as The C6nscr.ipt, who "feels the weight of history like 
clay around his boots,"28 The Mixer, The Libertine, The 
Satirist, The Schizophrene, are all presented with the 
humanist's sympathy for men living in a world where most 
of the human values are destroyed. 
Just as Yeats wrote about his small circle of intimate 
friends (Major Robert Gregory, Maude Gonne, Alfred Pollexfen, 
Lionel Johnson, John Synge), so MacNeice describes events 
28 Collected Poems, p. 225. 
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in connection with his friends' experiences as symbols of 
the universal experiences of "the land of men." Especially 
in the two long rhetorical poems~ Autumn Journal and Autumn 
Sequel, he creates an atmosphere of friendly inter-personal 
relationships, although unlike Yeats, he represents his 
friends under psuedonyms, "for mythopoeic reasons."29 The 
death of Gwilym (Dylan Thomas)~ in Autumn Sequel, becomes 
one with that of Sir Patrick Spens and of King Arthur and 
of all other deaths in literature in which we feel our own. 
A final characteristic of Yeats's later poetry that 
appealed to MacNeice was the nonsense element. Crazy Jane's 
songs, MacNeice felt~ had zest.30 He admired their epi-
grammatic qualities~ their deft refrains influenced by Irish 
street songs and folk ballads, their "blend of whimsicality, 
bravado, canniness and sadism."31 He liked their diction, 
that offered "a compromise with the Wordsworthian 'real 
language of real men'."32 Yeats did not exclude the common 
words of educated men, but ''he put a twist on them;" and 
"he made them aristocratic."33 
29 Autumn Sequel (London: Faber and Faber, 1954), p. 7. 
30 See Yeats, pp. 158-186 for a detailed discussion of 
the Crazy Jane poems. 
31 Yeats, p. 170. 
32 Yeats, p. 179. 
33 Ye·ats~ p. 180. 
MacNeiceis own use of nonsense verse is perceptibly 
more frequent starting with the volume Plant and Phantom 
(1941), published.in the same years as his book about Yeats. 
There can be little doubt that, although he had always been 
strongly influenced by Yeats, much more so than were his 
fellow poets of the 'thirties, his study.of Yeats's poetry 
and his analysis of it for the book he wrote affected the 
verse he was writing himself. In some of his earlier poems 
he occasionally made use of a refrain; in Plant and Phantom, 
however, there are refrains in 11 The Trolls, 11 11 The Re:v:enant, 11 
"Swing Song, 11 "Babel, 11 11 The Libertine, 11 and 11 Prayer Before 
Birth." Dating from the same time, more of his verse is 
likely to suggest folk ballads: i.e. "The Streets of Laredo," 
"Slum Song," "Carol," or "April Fool." "Prognosis" from 
Plant and Phantom, for example, has both the nhythms and the 
repetitive effects of the folk song: 
Will he.bring me business 
Or will he bring me gladness 
Or will he come for cure 
Of his own sickness? • • • 
Will his.name be John 
Or will his name be Jonah 
Crying to repent 
On the Island of Iona? 
Will his name be Jason 
Looking for a seaman 
Or a mad crusader 
Without rhyme or reason?34 
34 Collected Poems, p. 179. 
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His use of epigram is often_, like that of Yeats_, "a 
properly poetic one_, giving one a shock of surprise which 
is physical even when the thought is abstract;"35 as it is 
in the poem 11 Jigsaw III" (1958): 
The iceberg of our human lives 
Being but marginal in air_, 
Our lonely eminence derives 
From the submerged nine-tenths we share 
With all the rest who also run 
Shuddering through the shuddering main.36 
The Auden Group's interest in Yeats was_, MacNeice 
tells us_, in part a reaction against the ironic despair 
of T. S. Eliot and in part an attraction to Yeats's feel-
ing that the mainspring of art and life is joy.37 MacNeice 1 s 
additional attraction to Yeats's Irish subject matter made 
Yeats one of the strongest and most lasting influences on 
the poetry of the young writer. 
III. The Influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins 
Gerard Manley Hopkins's poetry also possessed the 
vitality that the poets of the nineteen-thirties sought. 
In addition it displayed daring technical experiments that 
interested them_, as did his concern with inner psychological 
conflicts.38 Fraser considers the influence of Hopkins the 
35 Yeats, p. 163. 
36 Visitations (London: Oxford Univ. Press_, 1958), p. 38. 
37 Yeats, p. 183. 
38 "Poetry Today, 11 p. 53. 
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predominating techpical and moral influence on the groups' 
work.39 
The 1930 edition of Hopkins's poetry with the Charles 
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Williams preface was published at precisely the time a young 
generation of poets was searching for ways of expressing'the 
complexities of their world. Hopkins's counterpoint40 could 
create a conversational tone and yet not lose strength and 
emphasis. Through Hopkins the young poets were pointed back 
to Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse~ where they found vigor 
without the rigidity of form of conventional poetry. MacNeice~ 
particularly~ interested as he was in the aural appeal of 
poetry,. found much to admire in Hopkins. According to 
Matthiesen: 
He seems to have profited most from Hopkins 
in learning how to give to the conventional 
line a more resilient conversational tone. 
But his feeling that Hopkins was wrong to 
39 Fraser, p. 230. F. R. Leavis also feels the "inner 
division, friction, and psychological complexities" in 
Hopkins's poetry was of special importance in influencing 
the 'thirties poets. New Bearings in English Poetry 
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1950), p. 193. 
40 Speech cadences have always been counterpointed by 
poets who establish a regular metrical pattern of a poem 
and then depart from the pattern in variations that give 
'emphasis or naturalness to ~heir lines of verse, thus 
creating one ~attern which the memory holds and another 
which the ear hears that runs counter to it. But Hopkins's 
additional use of "sprung rhythm" with its only regularity 
being the number of stresses in a line, made possible poetic 
rhythms that were closely analogous to musical rhythms and 
that had a special appeal to MacNeice~ who was also insistent 
upon poetry's need to be heard. 
bind his sprung rhythm to the arbi tracy frame 
of an equal number of accented syllables for 
every line has enabled MacNeice to gain a 
greater fluency, and a very ~Ift approximation 
to an actual speaking voice. 
MacNeice's poetry is so closely related to that of 
Hopkins, and so obviously and thoroughly influenced by 
. 
62 
Hopkins, that it is hard to distinguish between a specific 
influence and general qualities and characteristics. Both 
poets felt an artist's delight in colors and forms. They 
both found joy in sunshine and the brightness of day. In 
"Morning Sun" MacNeice writes: 
Yellow sun comes white off the wet street but bright 
Chromium yellows in the gay sun's light, 
Filleted sun streaks the purple mist, 
Everything is kissed and reticul~ted with sun 
Scooped-up and cupped in the open fronts of sh~~s 
And bouncing on the traffic which never stops. 
And the reader is reminded of Hopkins not only by the counter-
point in the first two lines, but aldo by the internal rhymes 
(white-bright; mist-kissed) and the vowels of the line 
"Scooped-up ~d cupped in the open fronts of shops" with 
the repetition of 2 and ~ sounds that move forward (in 
pronunciation) as the line progresses. 
Lines of Hopkins's poetry are constantly suggested by 
the rhythm of MacNeice's verse. For example, the.line from 
41 F. o. Matthiess~n, The Responsibilities £f the Critic, 
selected by John Rackl1ffe~ew York: Oxford Univ., 1952), P• 10 
42 Collected Poems, p. 82 (first published in Poems 1935). 
Hopkins's "Hurrahing in Harvest," "I walk, I lift up, I 
lift up heart, eyes," with its· stops and·starts, can be 
heard, behind the line from MacNeice's "Our Sister Water": 
"Water is beginning, is end, is pure, is pure gift."43 
The repe~ition of "How, yes how?" at the beginning of 
sections two and three of "The Window" (1947) is similar 
to the use of repetition in 11 The Leaden Echo and the Golden 
Echo" of Hopkins. The alliteration and sound patterns in 
lines of 11 Precursors" (1944) suggest Hopkins: 
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0 that the rain would come--the rain in big battalions--
Or thunder flush the hedge a more clairvoyant green 
Or wind walk in and whip us and strip us or booming 
Harvest moon transmute this muted scene. 
But all is flat, matt, mute, unlivened, unexpectant. • • 
Babette Deutsch notes that MacNeice is especially influenced 
by Hopkins in his onomatopoetic poems about the air raids.45 
The poem "The Trolls" (written after an air-raid in April 
1941) begins: 
43 
44 
45 
46 
In the misty night humming to themselves like morons 
They ramble and rumble over the roof-tops, stumble 
and shamble from pile to pillar 
In clodhopping boots that crunch the stars.46 
Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 51. 
Collected Poems, p. 216. 
, 
Poetry in Our Time, p. 303. 
Collect·ed Poems, p. 218. 
44 
What MacNeice could never learn from Hopkins, just as 
he was unable to find the permanence of Yeats's world, was 
the firmness and fierce vigor of Hopkins's belief. MacNeice 
reacted with the same sensitivity to the beauty that strikes 
upon the senses, but whereas for Hopkins that beauty was a 
revelation of God who 11 Fathers-forth11 all loveliness, for 
MacNeice it had no such meaning. The result was called by 
Fraser "Hopkins-and-water. 11 47 
IV. Other Influences 
Modern poets other than Yeats and Hopkins who are men-
tioned by MacNeice as having influenced his poetry and that 
of his contemporaries were D. H. Lawrence, who had the 11 Wel-
come bad taste to be a prophet, 11 48 but who was too vague; 
Eliot, who reintroduced intellect into poetry, but whose 
real mood MacNeice identifies as a "mood of romantic nos-
talgia 11 ; Kipling, who anticipated freedom of diction; 
Housman, whom he admired for an 11 all-pervading irony"; 
and Joyce, whose use of words was exciting and new but who 
was too 11 Wide. 1149 
Of earlier poets, MacNeice sp~cifically mentions Donne 
·and Blake as being important for the same reason Yeats was 
47 
48 
49 
Fraser, p. 231. 
11 Poetry Today," p. 33. 
11 Poetry Today, 11 p. 41. 
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important: they were 11 the champions of the soul against 
reason."50 MacNeice was influenced by Blake more than his 
friends were because of his greater sense of involvement in 
the natural world. This influence is more marked in Autumn 
Journal and the poems following it than in the early poems. 
Sometimes Blake is suggested by the briefest of parodies: 
"Spider, spider, twisting tight."51 Sometimes his influence 
is suggested by MacNeice 1 s rebellion against the ugly world 
of material things expressed in an almost child-like simplicity: 
Holidays should be like this 
Free from over-emphasis, 
Time for the soul to stretch and spit 
Before the world comes back on it~ 
Before the chimneys row on row 
Sneer in smoke 1We told you so' 
And the fog-bound sirens call 
Ruin to the long sea-wall.52 
From Donne came a love of paradox and of the intellectual 
image, and an occasional echoing line. The paradox, the geo-
graphical imagery, and the idea of love's power to transcend 
the limitations of time and space all relate "Letter from 
India 11 (1948) to Donne. The poem ends: 
And both of us are both, in either 
An India sleeps below our West, 
So you for me are proud and finite 
50 Yeats, p. 177. 
51 Collected Poems, p. 123. 
52 "Postscript to Iceland" (1938), Collected Poems, p. 93. 
As Europe is, yet on your breast 
I could find too that undistressed 
East which is east and west and neither.53 
We cannot overlook a poem which illustrates both the 
influences of the seventeenth century metaphysical poets 
and the influence of Hopkins on MacNeice, and which is 
certainly one of his most successfui and powerful poems. 
"Prayer Before Birth" was suggested by Herbert's "Sighes 
and Groans"54 which begins: 
0 do not use me 
After my sins! Look not on my desert, 
But on Thy glory! then Thou wilt reform, 
And not refuse me; for Thou only art 
The mighty God, but I a silly worm! 
0 do not bruise me! 
MacNeice's poem appeared in the volume Springboard (1944), 
which contained the epigraph "Even poisons praise thee11 from 
Herbert. The poem not only is directly based upon the poem 
of Herbert's, but it is written in freely-handled lines full 
of alliterative patterns and repetitions, internal rhymes 
and vowel progressions characteristic of Hopkins: 
I am not yet born, console me. 
I fear that the human race may with tall walls wall me, 
with strong drugs dope me, with wise lies lure me, 
on black racks rack me, in blood baths roll me.55 
The poet here drops his usual lightness and wit and acquires 
53 Collected Poems, p. 294. 
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54. Babette Deutsch has made a brief comparison of the two 
poems in Poetry in Our Time, pp. 364-366. 
55 Collected Poems, p. 215. 
some of. the fierceness and forcefulness of Hopkins's verse. 
It is an agonized prayer he is making, just as Herbert's 
was; and it builds to a strong protest against all that 
would destroy man's humanity~ with a final grimly quiet plea: 
Let them not make me a stone and let them not spill me. 
Otherwise kill me. · 
Here is MacNeice at his derivative best, not trying to be 
clever or allusive, yet using the lines from Herbert to 
provide an accompaniment for his own prayer, and, like 
Hopkins, moving freely in longer and longer cadences away 
from an established metrical pattern and yet never losing 
control of the form of the poem. The repetition of the 
first line gives a sense of ritual to the pra~er and the 
choice of words gives it strength. He is not always so 
successful, but this is a good example of how modern poets 
can be imitative and yet original at the same time. 
One more poet with whom MacNeice has been compared is 
Dryden. Francis Scarfe feels MacNeice represents the "nee-
Dryden school" 
when he writes of the social virtues of 
the poet as one who should be a reader of 
newspapers, interested in economics, interested 
in women, and able-bodied.56 
MacNeice may have reminded some of the critics of Dryden, 
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but he would not, himself, have admitted to such an influence. 
Auden and After, p. 54. 
He not only took exception to Eliot's inclusion of Dryden in 
the list of poets important to modern verse,57 but he also 
wrote as late as 1954 in Autumn Sequel: 
To avow 
Myself Augustan works against my grain, 
The powdered wig that boosts the pompous brow 
Could make me boast my wiglessness and feign 
Rusticity; I would rather wear 
My own if thinning hair and thereby gain.58 
Although he felt alien in the age of neo-classicism, 
MacNeice felt perfectly at home in the seventeenth and 
twentieth centuries. No age is completely ignored by him, 
and parodies of almost every great poet of English litera-
ture can be found in his verse. In imagery and thought, 
however, he is most closely related to the metaphysical 
traditions of poetry. For the flexible, conversational, 
musical cadences of his lines he is indebted to Gerard Manley 
Hopkins and to the poetry of the Old Testament. And the 
epigrammatic and witty qualities of his poetry and his 
consciousness of poetry as a ritual relate him to his fellow 
Irish writer, Yeats. 
57 
"Poetry Today, 11 p. 40. 
Autumn Sequel, p. 130. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Themes in MacNeice's Poetry 
The poet and his subject are inseparable, says 
Wallace Stevens, and it is his sense of the world that 
shapes his poetic thought. 1 Louis MacNeice's sense of the 
world has changed perceptibly since his early poem in the 
nineteen-thirties. The poems of the 'thirties were 
predominantly concerned with the modern world's ugliness, 
cruelty, and lack of values -- the wasteland portrait. 
By the end of the decade and the beginning of World War II, 
his interests had turned from the criticism of the contemp-
orary scene to a concern with the human beings who inhabit 
that scene. His more recent poetry probes questions of 
belief and of faith and is less concerned with individuals 
than with moral values and universal truths. Some minor 
themes {artJ poetry, Ireland) recur throughout all periods 
of his work. But one theme -- that of Time -- dominates 
all periods, appearing in every volume of poetry he has 
1 Wallace StevensJ The Necessary Angel (New York: Alfred 
Knopf, 1951), p. 123. 
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publishedJ acting as the thread that holds all other 
themes together. I shall discuss the changing themes of 
the poetry through the three periods of his qevelopment, and 
then discuss the dominant theme of Time. 
I. A Hostile World 
At different times I have been getting at 
different things and . . . at all times 
(like all poets?) I have been answering 
questions I was not fully conscious of 
having asked. 2 
When he made the above statement in 1949, MacNeice 
had already made one major shift in theme and was on the 
threshold of another one. The question that his early 
poetry (in the nineteen-thirties) answered was 11 What is 
wrong with the modern world?" The answer -- that it was 
muddled, aimless, hopeless, cruel, ugly, and hostile--
was especially bitter to the classical scholar with his 
knowledge of the beauty and health of ancient Greece.3 
11 An Eclogue for Christmas 11 (1933) is one of the first 
expressions of MacNeice's view of the hopeless world.4 
2 11 Experience with Images, 11 p. 1~5. 
3 This point is emphasized by John Press in The Chequer'd 
Shade, p. 128. 
4 Collected PoemsJ p. 19. 
From the very first line: "I meet you in an evil time:~ 11 
he catalogues realistic details of both city and country 
life that give proof of the synthetic quality of the town 
and the anachronistic quality of the country. The evil 
times are in direct contrast to the Christmas season with 
its message of birth. Instead of rebirth:~ the times are 
experiencing 
The excess sugar of a diabetic culture 
Rotting the nerve of life and literature. 
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The analytical world of the city dichotomizes man:~ separating 
his soul from his body:~ making him nothing but an automaton: 
. I have not been allowed to be 
Myself in flesh or face:~ but abstracting and dissecting me 
They have made me pure form, a symbol or a pastiche, 
And that is why I turn this jaded music on 
To forswear thought and become an automaton. 
Man has no identity, the cosmos has no purpose. What can 
be done? Nothing except pretend you don't notice, pretend 
time does not exist, pretend Christmas has a meaning: 
. . . Let all these so ephemeral things 
Be somehow permanent like the swallow's tangent wings: 
Goodbye to you:~ this day remember is Christmas, this morn 
They say, interpret it your own way, Christ is born. 
The same theme is developed in "Turf-Stacks" (1932), 
"Belfast" (1935), and "Birmingham" (1935), in which he 
limns a realistic picture of industrial cities, where 
. . . The factory chimneys on sullen sentry will 
all night wait 
To call, in the harsh morning, sleep-stupid faces 
through the daily gate.5 
No thought, no beauty is possible in such a world, and man 
can only make "harsh attempts at buyable beauty."6 
The 1938 volume The Earth Compels and the Autumn 
Journal of the following year contain the last of the 
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poems dealing with the theme of a hostile world. "Les·Neiges 
d 1 Antan, 11 11 Bagpipe Music, 11 and "Christmas Shopping 11 all 
have for their subject a muddled world of confused values. 
The last of these poems, "Christmas Shopping, 11 is reminiscent 
of "Eclogue for Christmas. 11 MacNeice always seems to be 
most sensitive to the distortion of values at Christmas.? 
.., 
These poems both use the cliches of the Christmas season 
in ironic conjunction with description of the actuality he 
sees around him. "Christmas Shopping" pictures a Christmas 
in which even the decorated trees are a part of the ugliness 
of the cities: 
The little firtrees palpitate with canades 
In hundreds of chattering households where the suburb 
Straggles like nervous handwriting, the margin 
Blotted with smokestacks.e 
-
7 Autumn Sequel in 1954 also deals with the Christmas 
season, still with irony, but with a stronger note of affirmation. 
8 Collected Poems, p. 115. 
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II. The Value of the Human Being 
Autumn Journal (1939) marks a change in MacNeice's 
concern. Not that he is more cheerful about the conditions 
in the world~ but that he has found one positive value 
that evokes his admiration~ if not his hope: the value of 
the individual spirit of man that seems to survive any 
disaster: 
I must go out to-morrow aa the others do 
And build the falling castle; 
Which has never fallen, thanks 
~ 
Not to any formula~ red tape or institution~ 
Nor to any creed or banks, 
But to the human animal's endless courage.9 
The questions he asks now have to do with people and 
their importance to himself: 
Why not admit that other people are always 
Organic to the self~ that a monologue 
Is the death of language and that a sing1e lion 
Is less himself, or alive, than a dog and another dog? 
Virtue going out of us always ... 10 
The view of man as an automaton he now rejects, seeing life 
itself as something of great value: 
9 
10 
The human values remain, purged in the fire, 
And it appears that every man's desire 
Autumn Journal, Collected Poems, p. 124. 
Ibid., p. 156. 
Is life rather than victuals. 
Life being more, it seems, than merely the bare 
Permission to keep alive and receive orders, 
Humanity being more than a mechanism 
To be oiled and greased ... 11 
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Section XXIII of Autumn Journal, in which these lines 
appear, deals with the Spanish Revolution. His own 
observations of that war helped to change his values, for 
he was much impressed with the spirit of the people whom 
he saw in Spain. Another cause of his changed view was 
his second marriage, which ended the bitterness of his 
divorce. Hedli Anderson, his second wife, he speaks crf as 
one "Who takes the ancient view that life is holy.nl2 
Whatever the cause, or causes, he can no longer be content 
merely to picture the world by a series of realistic descrip-
tions; he now reaches a resolution: 
Now I must make amends 
And try to correlate event with instinct. 13 
He renounces the "fun of cursing the wicked world into 
which we were born," and he even looks forward to a 
"possible land," 
11 Autumn Journal, Collected Poems, p. 170. 
12 Autumn Sequel, p. 163. 
13 Autumn Journal, Collected Poems, p. 172. 
Not of sleep-walkers, not of .angry puppets, 
But where both heart and brain can understand 
The movements of our fellows . . . 
Where the people are more than a crowd. 14 
The desire for a synthesis of heart and brain, of the 
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intellectual and emotional becomes increasingly important 
in MacNeice 1s poetry following Autumn Journal. 
From Autumn Journal until Holes in the Sky (1948), 
' MacNeice is a humanist speaking, eulogizing the courage of 
the individual who can face the deadening monotony of the 
world, who can know its certain cruelty, and still respond 
to goodness and beauty. He writes of refugees and gardeners, 
and sometimes of generic Man, as in the title poem of the 
1941 volume Plant and Phautom: 
Whose life is a bluff, professing 
To follow the laws of Nature, 
In fact a revolt, a mad 
Conspiracy and usurpation, 
S.muggling over the frontier 
Of fact, a sense of value, 
Metabolism of death, 
He-orchestration of world.l5 
There is nothing in nature that would justify man 1s sytem 
of~values; that he holds such values, nevertheless, is 
14 Autumn Journal, Collected Poems, p. 174. 
15 Collected Poems, p. 182. 
cause for hope. MacNeice turns his satire now not against 
the synthetic objects of society, as he did in his earlier 
poetry, but against people who would rob man of his dignity 
and significance. The Preacher, for example, in "The 
Novelettes" of.Plant and Phantom: 
He carried a ball of darkness with him, 
believing 
Humanism a palimpsest and God's 
Anger a more primal fact than love. 16 
"Prayer Before Birth, 11 after asking protection from ugliness, 
cruelty, unintentional sin and fear of failure in the many 
roles life may hold for the individual, ends with a request 
for strength to remain a person: 
I am not yet born; 0 fill me 
With strength against those who would freeze my 
humanity, would dragoon me into a lethal automaton, 
would make me a cog in a machine, a thing with 
one face, a ~bing, and against all those 
who would dissipate my entirety.l7 
From India, a "maelstrom of persons where no person 
counts,"18 he wrote in 1948: 
For even should humanism always 
Have been half-impotent, debased, 
16 
17 
18 
Collected Poems, p. 198. 
Ibid ., p. 215 . 
"Letter from India," Collected Poems, p. 293. 
It 
How for all that can her own children 
Break from the retina encased 
In which our vision here must waste, 
Meeting but waste, the chance of Vision? 
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Absolute truth may not exist in the actual world, but since 
mari'lives as an embodied creature in time and space, 
the~e is significance in his being Man; and life's most 
sacred meaning lies in his being. 
Most students of the Auden Group have recognized that 
MacNeice's main theme is the need of human beings to remain 
human in spite of political pressures or the tragedy of 
war. Some of them feel that this theme produces mediocre 
literature. Rosenfeld calls it 11a kind of humanistic 
creed lacking in poetic differentiation," which, he claims, 
is true in being homocentric, in its regard 
for man; half-true in its making of the merely 
human a positive value in all contexts, where 
it serves also as a rationalization for the 
absence of other values, and false in being 
democratic by coercion, forcing an identification 
of the common with the best.l9 
Fraser, discussing MacNeice's poetry, speaks of "the 
danger of the humanist attitude 11 which is "that it is 
liable to slacken into moralizing."20 Both critis seem 
19 Rosenfeld, p. 547. 
20 G. S. Fraser, 11 The Poet as Humanist," New Statesman, 
XXXVIII (Nov. 5, 1949), 521. 
justified in their statements when one reads poems like 
11 The Kingdom" from Springboard (1944), in which MacNeice 
praises a number of anonymous, common, undistinguished 
ordinary men and women who are "Loyal by intuition, born 
to attack, and innocent." 21 The poem opens: 
Under the surface of flux and of fear there is an 
underground movement, 
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Under the crust of bureaucracy, quiet behind the posters, 
Unconscious but palpably there--the Kingdom of Individuals. 
The people of this kingdom are members of the kingdom 
because they are not guilty of being drifters, partisans, 
anarchists, religious fanatics, dogmatists, slaves and 
' tyrants. They are real, and therefore they expose the 
false: 
These are the people who know in their bones the answer 
To the statesman's quiz and the false reformer's crude 
Alternatives and ultimatums. These have eyes 
And can see each other's goodness, do not need salvation 
By whip, brochure, sterilisation or drugs, 
Being incurably human.22 . 
But the individuals whom MacNeice describes in the long 
poem are not impressively good nor especially human. His 
statement of his belief in humanism is always moving and 
forceful; his attempts to portray individuals tend to be 
21 Collected Poems, p. 271. 
22 Ibid . , p . 27 6 . 
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less effective. MacNeice did not remain the kind of humanist 
that the author of "The Kingdom 11 was. His present concern 
is not so much the common man as the common situation of 
man. In Visitations (1958) he writes: 
Our lonely eminence derives 
From the submerged nine-tenths we share 
With all the rest who also run 
Shuddering through the shuddering main. 23 
III. Belief, Faith, Unchanging Values 
Holes in the Sky (1948) continues MacNeice 1s expression 
of humanism but with a different emphasis. Rather than 
admiring the human spirit, he is now concerned with man's 
predicament of being limited in time and he is concerned 
with the possibility of timelessness. He is now concerned 
with man's being able to penetrate the darkness beyond 
existence, with his being able to hear a silence that giv.es 
meaning to all words. 24 The questions he contemplates and 
attempts to answer are questions about God, about life 
and death, about the kind of belief man must have, of 
23 Visitations, p. 38. 
24 11 The Stygian Banks" of Holes in the ·sky is probably 
the most complete expression of these ideas. 
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"what we aspire to apart from science and chance." 25 The 
young MacNeice~ who saw only confusion and distortion in 
the world of the nineteen-thirties, found a value in 
the goodness of the individual. The humanist of the nineteen-
forties now feels that the existence of an imperfect 
goodness in man suggests that a perfect goodness must exist 
somewhere: ·11 Far from perfect presumes perfection where? "26 
A measure of the change might be a comparison between the 
expression of ideas in 11Eclogue for Christmas" of 1933 
and the passages of Autumn Sequel dealing with the Christmas 
season twenty years later. In the eclogue he had hoped only 
that the trivia of life~ the ephemeral things, might somehow 
be permanent. In 1953 he recognized different values: 
Profit and loss 
Will not prevent the robin and'the wren 
Mourning the babes in the wood; no chromium gloss 
Could ever disguise a manger~ no transmitter 
Gantry or pylon dare replace the Cross.27 
And he admits his changed attitude: 
While I, brought up to scoff, rather than bless 
And to say No, unless the facts require 
A neutral verdict, for this once say Yes.28 
25 "Mahabalipuram," Collected Poems, p. 296. 
26 
27 
28 
Loc. Cit. 
Autumn Sequel, p. 150. 
Ibid . J p. 151 . 
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But it is in Ten Burnt Offerings (1952) that he most 
persistently investigates the value of belief, of love, 
of faith. In that volume, .five of the ten long poems are 
largely concerned with such questions ("Areopagus," 
"Didymus," "Our Sister Water," "Day of Renewal" and 11 Day 
of Returning"). Two of these make an interesting study in 
contrasts. "Didymus~' dealing with the Apostle Thomas and 
the pain of doubting, pictures a man who sees the blessedness 
of belief and yet has no certainty himself. He seems to be 
a symbol of the ambivalence of all men in the modern world 
toward questions of belief: 
I doubt and I doubt; in a crumbling exposed redoubt, 
Enfiladed by heathendom, here to the e~d 
I watch in the endless rain to herald the reign 
Of the Friend of Man-- but can he be Thomas's friend?29 
"Day of Returning 11 questions whether an eternal world really 
exists or.is only temporal man's dream: 
29 
30 
A stiff climb--and at the top? Will Wesley hand 
us a gold 
Chalice of nectar--immortal and islanded life 
A home from home? But is it a window or mirror 
We see that happiness in or through? Or is it 
Merely escape from the clock?30 
Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 41. 
Ibid . , p. 77 . 
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He concludes that it is in the here and now that man's 
spiritual happiness must be found, as Jacob's ladder 
led him not into eternity, but into being father of a 
chosen people. 
Visitations continues the questions concerning ultimate 
reality and man, whose existence is in a "halfway house 
between sky and sea"3l and who cannot understand but 
can question why, "which it is good to ask provided the 
question is sung~ and provided/ We never expect an answer."32 
That there are no certain answers MacNeice is sure, but 
that there is Something or Someone to search for beyond 
the limits of actual daily experience is indicated by man's 
refusal to accept reality• as the perceptible and the 
ascertainable: 
That God exists we cannot show, 
So do not know but need not care. 
Thank God we do not know; we know 
We need the unknown. The Unknown is There.33 
The final poem in the volume, "Visitations VII", is based 
on the experience of Elijah, whose revelation of God came 
31 
''Donegal Triptych," Visitations, p. 22. 
32 Loc. Cit. 
33 Visitations, p. 40. 
in a still, small voice. MacNeice shows that man is still 
waiting for the certainty of truth. It comes to him not 
in the whirlwind, nor in the atom: 
Suddenly, Something or Someone, darkened the entrance 
But shed a new light on the cave and a still small 
voice in the silence 
In spite of ill winds and ill atoms blossomed in pure 
affirmation 34 Of what lay behind and before it. 
MacNeice's most recent poetry (since 1952) sees man of 
value not because of his courage or his charity or his 
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wisdom, but because he has a spiritual nature. "Mahabalipuram" 
and "Didymus" both contrast the religions of the East that 
do not value human life with Christianity (though not organized 
religion) which teaches that since a spirit became a man, 
all men are spirit, and it is in their capacity to "give 
their ingrown soul~ an outing"35 that their hope lies. 
IV. Space and Time 
In no way are the differences in MacNeice's early 
~nd late poetry so apparent as in his changing use of the 
theme of time. Although a concern with time is expressed 
34 Visitations, p. 60. 
35 Ibid., p. 37. 
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in every volume of his poetry, the significance of the 
subje~t is constantly changing, and the emphasis he places 
on the various aspects of ~he space-time philosophies is 
different in his last few volumes from that in earlier 
works. A member of the university world (as a student in 
the nineteen-twenties and a teacher in the nineteen-~hirties) 
and a student of philosophy,36 he must have been aware of 
the growing literature influenced by Bergson and dealing 
with the nature of time and space. James's Pluralistic 
Universe was published in 1909, Alexander's Space Time and 
Deity in 1920, and Whitehead's Science and the Modern World 
and Process and Reality in 1926 and 1929. Although there 
is no evidence to indicate whether MacNeice read any of these 
specific works or not, his interest in and knowledge of 
philosophy .is implicit in the subjiects about w:P,ich he writes 
and explicit in the use of philosophical terms in his 
poetry. Moreover, it is probable that as a student at 
Oxford in 1927, he may have heard Samuel Alexander give his 
thorough exposition of the space-time doctrines, for 
36 In a brief autobiography, MacNeice states that one 
of the important influences upon him while he was at Oxford 
was the study of philosophy. Twentieth Century Authors, 
ed. Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft (New York: H. W. 
Wilson Co., 1942), p. 889. 
Alexander was the Albert Spencer lecturer in philosophy 
that year. MacNeice was a brilliant student, interested 
in literature, influenced by philosophy, and a questioning 
observer of twentieth-century life; and he would almost 
certainly have been interested in the debate that was then 
being argued over the ideas about time.37 Which side of 
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the debate MacNeice would have supported is easy to determine, 
for there is a constant flow of poetry from his pen 
expressing ideas similar to those held by A~exander and 
Whitehead. Ideas about time permeate his poetry, ideas 
related to the various expressions of the time philosophies: 
the importance of the present moment, the plurality of 
experience, the necessity of a time-dimension to actuality, 
subjective and objective time. 
In the earliest of MacNeice's poems, written during 
his early university days, the influence of the time 
37 Wyndham Lewis's Time and Western Man, published in 
1927, present~d the other side of the argument. Lewis 
directed his attacks primarily against Alexander. The 
"mystical time-cult" (p. xiv) of Bergson, Alexander, 
Whitehead, Croce, and writers influenced by these men is 
condemned by Lewis as an expression of romanticism. The 
subjective world as opposed to the concrete objective world 
was what he felt these writers valued. The basic argument 
was centered around this contrasting emphasis of the subjective 
and the objective worlds. 
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philosophies is not yet noticeable; but it is obvious that 
MacNeice is keenly aware of the inexorable movement of 
time, and that this awareness produces despair or horror 
in him. The "Candle Poems" (1927), "Cradle Song for Miriam" 
(1929), and "Mayfly" (1929) deal with time as fluid: 
Close your armoured books and mark 
The waning cylinder that drips 
Fluid time from pallid lips, 
Making an island in the dark.38 
Life is only an interim between the unknown and the unknown, 
and the minutes of the clock tick regularly ("River in 
Spate 11 ) but psychological time is elastic ("Mayfly'' 1929); 
and man's hope of escaping from the tyranny of time lies in 
this realization. Symbolic of the time that enslaves is, 
for MacNeice, weekday time; symbolic of the elastic quality 
of time is the holiday-mood of Sunday. The two kinds of 
time are first contrasted by him in. "Sunday Morning" (1935), 
in which he suggests that escape from the cage of time 
may sometimes seem possible: 
38 
. . . Concentrate on this now 
And you may grow to music or drive beyond Hindhead anyhow, 
Take corners on two wneels ~ntil you go so fast 
"Candle Poems," Collected Poems, p. 63. 
That you can clutch a fringe or two of the windy past, 
That you can abstract this day and make it to the week 
of time 
A small eternity, a sonnet self-contained in rhyme.39 
There seems to be a possibility for tbe actual occasion to 
transcend time by finding a relationship with the past that 
will free it from its time-bound limitations; but in this 
poem, at least, it is only an apparent possibility, never 
a realization, and the concluding lines bring the reader 
and the poet back to external time and space: 
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But listen, up the road something gulps, the church spire 
Opens its eight bells out, skulls' mouths which will 
not tire 
To tell how there is no music or movement which secures 
Escape from the weekday time. Which deadens and endures. 
So the clock becomes the source of a 11 taut and ticking 
fear," 40a realization that 
We cannot cage the minute 
Within its nets of gold.41 
His solution, to recognize the value of the present moment, 
is suggested many times in the volume The Earth Compels 
(1938), in "Brandy Glass, 11 in "June Thunder, 11 in "Leaving 
Barra 11 and in the best-known poem from the volume, 
39 Collected Poems, p. 79. 
40 
"The Heated Minutes 11 (1938), Collected Poems, p. 106. 
41 11Sunlight on the Garden II (1937), Collected Poems, p. 104. 
"Sunlight on the Garden. 11 Man cannot cage time, for he 
is himself imprisoned within it. In the first stanza of 
"Sunlight on the Garden," the hardness and·coldness of the 
sunlight, the cage and the nets all become applicable, 
ironically, to the individual who is at once condemned and 
jailed by time, and who knows "we cannot beg for pardon." 
The idea of imprisonment continues in the next stanza in 
which the words freedom and free lances continue the irony. 
Art, animate nature and man are all objects within the 
space-time continuum and cannot escape from it, though at 
times they have the illusion of freedom: 
The earth compels, upon it 
Sonnets and birds descend; 
And soon, my friend, 
We shall have no time for dances. 
Dances for man, flying for birds, and the most inspired 
art must all end. "We are dying, Egypt, dying," becomes 
the recognition of universal expe~ience. 
But a value does remain, the value of the momentary 
beauty; and the sunlight on the ga~den, which was the 
objective reality that was man's cage within time, also 
. 
gives him the comfort which enables him to accept without 
bitterness his interim condition: 
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But glad to have sat under 
Thunder and rain with you, 
And grateful too 
For sunlight on the garden. 
Before Autumn Journal, a turning point in so many ways 
in MacNeice's poetry, his time-consciousness had been 
revealed through a feeling that man is imprisoned by time 
and must react to it with fear, and that the only way to 
transcend his imprisonment is to value the living moment 
and thus not be conscious of the movement of time. MacNeice 
had taken from the time philosophies only a limited and 
superficial portion of their ideas. But Autumn Journal 
renounces the idea that man can live for the pleasure o~ 
"the moment cradled like a brandy glass."42 It is the 
interplay of values found in reiteration, repetition and 
contrasts of opposites that he is now concerned about: 
I have already had £riends 
Among things and hours and people 
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But taking them one by one--odd hours and passing people; 
Now I must make amends 
And try to correlate event with instinct 
And me with you or you, and you with all, 
No longer think of time as ? waterfall 
Abstracted from a river.43 
Increasi~gly, MacNeice is concerned with finding patterns 
"The Brandy Glass, 11 Collected Poems, p. 104. 
43 Collected Poems, p. 172. 
in the apparently chaotic impressions of the momentary 
life. Such patterns cannot be found if only the pleasure 
of the living moment is considered. "Pattern requires 
a duration involving a definite lapse of time, and not 
merely an instantaneous moment," says Whitehead. 44 After 
1938 MacNeice searches for the "evidence of design" in 
life. He occasionally writes about the timeless quality 
of the perfect moment gra~1ped by the mind ("Meeting 
Point," for example, in which "Time was away and somewhere 
else"45), but he is more often seeking for a purpose behind 
the isolated fact: 
To give us hope that fact is a fac_ade 
And that there is an organism behind 
Its brittle littleness, a rhythm and a meaning 
Something half-conjectured and half-divined, 
Something to give way to and so find.46 
Holes in the Sky (1948) contains poems that deal with 
time as it is related to permanent.values. The patterns and 
colors of art express a reality that is not limited to any 
one point in the space-tim& continuum. "The National 
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44 A. N. Whiteh~ad, Science and~ Modern World (New York: 
Macmillan Co., 1945), p. 182. 
45 
46 
Collected Poems, p. 189. 
"The News-Reel," Collected Poems, p. 226. 
Gallery" is based on the return of the great paintings to 
the museum at the close of World War II. They stir the 
memory which relates man to the past: 
Here is Gethsemane scooped like a glacier, here is 
Calvary calmly assured of its own worth .. 
. . . here is our Past wiping the smut 
From his eyes, girding his loins.47 
But the paintings also contain colors, patterns, 
relationships that transcend time and are a part of the 
world of eternal qualities: 
So fling wide the windows, this window and that, 
let the air 
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Blowing from times unconfined to Then, from places 
further and fuller than There, 
Purge our particular time-bound unliving lives, 
rekindle a Pentecost in Trafalgar Square.48 
The idea that pictures are windows opening on a world of 
reality is found once again in "The Window" (1947). 
Wondering how a "life that lives from mind to moment, from 
mouth to mouth, from none to now," can possibly enter that 
world, he asks: 
How, yes how! To achieve in a world of flux.and bonfires 
Something of art's coherence, in a world of wind and hinges 
An even approximate poise, in a world of beds and hunger 
A fullness more than the feeding a sieve?49 
47 Collected Poems, 243. p. 
48 Ibid., p. 244. 
49 Ibid., p. 299. 
"The Window" suggests that we can find coherence and 
form paradoxically enough becaus.e we live in time and 
space. "Day of Renewal" in Ten Burnt Offerings is a fuller 
development of this theme. Time is a necessity of life: 
Go west and live. Not to become but be. 
: Still that remains an ideal--or a pretence; 
Death is, but life becomes.50 
and so is space: 
As time, so place. This day a year ago 
Or thirty years lies rooteq in one spot 
Which in itself has changed but in our mind 
Does not become but is; is what it now is not. 
The poem is full of questions: What? and Why? ringing 
through it like the sound of the bell that is one of its 
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symbols. What is in the future? What am I? What lies beyond 
life? His answers are uncertain: 
For all my years are based on autumn, 
Blurred by blue smoke, charred by flame, 
Thrusting burnt offerings on a ~od 
Who cannot answer to his name.5 
Yet he finds reason to have a weak belief in "something 
that outlasts me/ Through which a different I shall last." 
And although man must live in time and place, MacNeice 
speculates about what lies beyond life: 
50 
51 
Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 65 
Ibid . , p. 70. 
To eat one's cake and have it? Perhaps 
In the end we can; when no one flame 
Shines less than all and through blown smoke 
There drifts a god who needs no name.52 
:'nay of Returning 11 uses the experiences of Odysseus 
and of Jacob to explore man's relationship to his home in 
time and space and to his rare glimpses of absolute being. 
In the poem 11 Sunday Morning 11 MacNeice had expressed the 
desire to escape from weekday time. By 1952 he felt that 
a world without a time dimension is no world~ and escape 
~rom the clock is impossible and undesirable during life: 
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. home is seen and lived through time~ the alarm clock 
Rules from the kitchen shelf and the dog Argus 
Grows old and vexed with fleas.53 
In 11 Sunday Morning 11 Sunday _time had been the opportunity 
of losing the rigidity of: weekday time; in 11 Day of Returning" 
Sunday time does not bring a fuller life, but a cessation 
of life: 
On Sunday perhaps the alarm is stilled and the red hands 
Reposed on a Sunday lap in the just-so room 
Which does not exist on we~kdays~ where the Penates 
Are no more jug nor clock but family photos 
Of a family not to the life.54 
Wh~t the temporary withdrawal from the domination of time 
52 
53 
54 
Ten Burnt Offerings~ p. 51. 
Ibid. ~ p. 76. 
Ibid. J p. 77. 
does· :for the individual is to free his mind for a search 
for eternal happiness. But what is found, if anything, 
is not clear: 
.. But is it a w~ndow or a mirror 
We see tbat happiness in or through? Or is it 
Merely escape from the clock?5~ 
He concludes that whatever is found can never be an answer 
to man's needs in life, just as Odysseus did not find an 
answer to his questions on the enchanted island: 
Here there is neither dung nor rights nor argument 
Only the scent of _..,flowers and a too sweet voice 
' which is ever 
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Youthful and fails to move me. Here could never be borne 
No more than the sea around it.56 
And yet, the unknown and the eternal is always present 
and enriches man's life. The angels are always "Searching 
for honey in the hearts of men;" the honey of happiness 
is man's extra dividend in living, but it is not the proper 
business of living. Both Odysseus and Jacob conclude that 
their home is somewhere -- in time and space, Jacob and the 
poet accepting the limitations of time as a necessary quality 
of life: 
55 
56 
Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 77. 
Ibid . , p. 78. 
. . . I am home; no more a vagrant, 
No more -- except in flashes -- a visionary 
No more a chooser, I have been chosen 
To father the chosen a full-time task --
With by-products perhaps such as shall we say honey --
Still on the whole I have little to ask 
But that day should return, each day of returning.57 
In Visitations (1958) the questions asked still deal 
with time: What is the shape of Time? What is the relation 
of the past to the present? Does the past still exist? 
"Donegal Triptych," "A Hand of Snapshots," "Jigsaws," 
"Figure of Eight,n and "Visitations" all deal with these 
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questions. A new metaphor is used in these poems to portray 
time --a spiral. Commenting on Hulme's dread of time and 
change and its relationship to his neo-classicism, Michael 
Roberts noted that Hulme denies the existence of non-cyclic 
change and "brands as devastatingly stupid Goethe's 
suggestion that human thought and actio~ follows a spiral. 11 5S 
The image of the spiral may have come from Roberts, but it 
may also have come directly from Goethe, for MacNeice 
translated Faust in 1951.59 Perhaps the studying of Goethe's 
57 Ten Burnt Offerings, p. 80. 
58 Michael Roberts, Critique of Poetry (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1934), p. 175. 
59 MacNeice may also, of course, have found the symbol 
in the writing of W. B. Yeats. 
works and ideas that he did in connection with the 
translation resulted in the new image for time in his poetry. 
"Donegal Triptych" introduces this metaphor suggesting 
the quality that life possesses of an endless recurrence 
of events that are the same but different: 
Once arrived, the clocks disclose 
That each arrival means returning. 
Returning where? To speak of cycles 
Rings as false as moving straight 
Since the gimlet of our fate 
Makes all life, all love, a spira1.60 
In Part III of the same poem, be suggests that it is 
possible to look back into the past and see the pattern of 
life with its beauty that is "evanescent but also recurrent.u 
It is good to pause on the turn, look back on the 
glittering silent spiral 
Of time in a timeless moment where the nether blue 
meets the upper blue.61 
"A Hand of Snapshots" with its individual poems 
titled to suggest the concern with present and past ("The 
Left-Behind," "The Back-Again," "The Gone-Tomorrow," "The 
Once-in-Passing," and "The Here-and-Never") poignantly 
expresses the knowledge that nothing is ever the same again, 
60 Visitations, p. 18. 
61 Ibid ., p. 22. 
and that even in the memory where the past seems still to 
exist, its existence is fleeting. The memory can recreate 
' 
the past, but 
What you see when you close you~ eyes 
Is here and never: never again. 02 
Yet there are moments, 11 Timeless moments," when the 
individual "can imagine at least the permanence of what 
passes, 11 and the poet's vision must somehow synthesize and 
comprehend the present and the past and then extend itself 
into the future: 
The python of the past with coils unending, 
The lton of the present, roaring, rending, 
The grey dove of the future still descending.63 
V. Plurality 
World is suddener than we fancy it. 
World is crazier and more of it than we think, 
Incorrigibly plural. 
These line:;J from the poem 11 Snow 11 are the best-known 
statement of MacNeice's theory or· the plurality of life, 
a theory that is actually a part of his time-consciousness. 
William James's Pluralistic Universe attacked the views 
62 Visitations, p. 28. 
63 Ibid . , P. 59 . 
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of the modern monists and maintained that reality exists 
distributively. If time is the most important dimension 
in life, and time is change or movement, rather than being 
a part of an essential oneness, each object or experience 
in life is unique. The division and separation of things 
becomes their chief quality. 
Although a number of MacNeice's poems deal with the 
idea, it is the entire theme of one rather long, completely 
philosophical poem, "Plurality" (1948). The poem opens 
by challenging the idea of the monist and stating the 
poet's own belief in plurality:· 
It is patent to the eye that cannot face the sun 
The smug philosophers lie who say the .world is one; 64 World is other and other, world is here and there ... 
Parmenides! view of the world freezes its life and destroys 
its meaning. H~s modern followers are no different: 
' 
The modern monist too castrates, negates our lives 
And nothing that we do, make or become survives. 
"The dumb static identity of Essence and Existence" destroys· 
belief in God as well as the vitality of man. Change is 
essential; it is the ultimate reality. He affirms: 
64 Collected.Poems, p. 165. 
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That only change prevails, that the seasons make the year, 
That a thing, a beast, a man is what it is because 
It is something that began and is not what it was. 
The integrity of the individual is thus maintained, for he 
is nimself and not merged with the world. Such a concept 
of reality recognizes uncertainty and harshness as 
necessary conditions in the process of becoming: 
World is not like that, world is full of blind 
Gulfs across the flat, jags against the mind, 
Swollen or diminished, according to the dice, 
Foaming, never finished, never the same twice. 
Man is always striving ~or per~ection, but he can never 
reach it, for to reach a state of perfect Being would make 
him something outside the dimensions of human life: 
. • . perfection means 
Something but must fall unless there intervenes 
Between that meaning and the matter it should fill 
Time's revolving hand that never can be still 
Which being so and life a ferment, you and I 
Can only live by strife in that the living die. 
By raising a "frail scaffold in never-ending flux" man 
continues the process of change that has raised him above 
the animals and has made him conscious of sorrow and pain: 
But conscious also of love and the joy of things 
and power 
Of going beyond and above the limits of the lagging hour, 
Conscious of sunlight, conscious of death's inveigling 
touch 
Not completely conscious) but partly--and that is much. 
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Such a view of the world as being pluralistic produces 
a special problem for. the poet. He must find a synthesis 
and a pattern somewhere~ or he cannot produce art. Yet 
such a view also gives to each experience a feeling of 
freshness ·and newness which is of value to the poet. How 
to retain the feeling of surprise and wonder without 
losing the meaning of the experience is the poet's problem. 
MacNeice seems to vacillate between a sense that the fact 
is a facade with a subsurface unity~ and a sense that the 
effort to find the meaning destroys the life of the moment. 
In keeping with the tendencies in his poetry~ his early 
poetry emphasized more definitely the importance of the 
momentary and his later poetry emphasizes the need for 
finding the patterns. One attempt to state the problem 
is in the poem "Mutations" (1944)., in which the poet 
suggests that there are patterns but that they are constantly 
changing patterns: 
For every static world that you or I impose 
Upon the real one must crack at times and new 
Patterns from new disorders open like a rose 
And old assumptions yield to new sensation.65 
The problem is never completely solved by MacNeice. 
Collected Poems~ p. 217. 
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The nearest he comes to a solution is in the suggestion that 
it is man himself who creates meanings in his ability 
to remember the past while experiencing the present, to 
see at the same time the roses and the. snow and simultaneously 
to appreciate their distinctness and th~ir contiguity, to 
value the sunlight on the garden and yet to realize that 
the unknown and the eternal is always present and enriches 
man's life. The synthesis is ~are and it is within man, 
but occasional moments of such realization do exist: 
When the indefinable 
Moment apprises 
Man of Its presence 
Shorn of diguises 
Himself in his essence 
Combines and comprises 
The uncombinable.66 
But such a synthesis, though it is contained within~the 
mind, does not come, apparently, as a result of analysis 
or of searching; it is a gift. It is some of the honey, 
perhaps, that the angels on Jacob's ladder look for. 
The development of MacNeice's view of the world 
and his concepts of Time and of plurality are, of course, 
related. In the early period when his view of the world 
66 Visitations, p. 52. 
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was of ugliness, hostility and distortion, Time that limits 
man to the Here and the Now was something to look upon 
in horror, and the clock became the symbol of man's 
imprisonment within a world which was meaningless. Values 
found in such a view of life were related to the fleeting 
sense impression, the occasional experience of significance 
or of beauty. Life's unexpectedness and variety delighted 
him. But with the growing seriousness of his thought and 
poetry during and after World War II, he found new values 
in life and new meanings in the themes that had already 
been a part of his poetry. With a .recognition of the value 
of the human being and his ability to achieve dignity in 
spite of life's harshness, MacNeice also found in man the 
ability to impose an architectonic on flux. The plurality 
of life was an objective fact, but man's ability to view 
life subjectively could create a synthesis in this confu-
sion of unrelated fact. Finally, a concern for the permanent 
values brings a question about the possibility of a Time 
Beyond, and along with that an understanding acceptance of 
Time and Space as dimensions of man's life and therefore 
good. Throughout all three periods of his writing, ideas 
from the time philosophies are present. But as his 
concern turns from the trivial to the human and finally 
to the abstract worldJ his reflection of philosophical 
concepts is greater. The final volumes of poetry 
reveal a sincere and penetrating concern about the nature 
of man, the nature of life, the search for Truth. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Rhythm, Sound Patterns, and Diction 
This chapter will deal with rhythm, rhyme and other 
sound patterns, and diction in MacNeice 1s poetry and 
with his critical theories about their function in poetry. 
It is·a truism in literary criticism that form and 
content are not separable; nevertheless critics still 
find such a separation practical when discussing poetry. 
A comment from Louis MacNeice•s own analysis of 
the poetry of W. B. Yeats might serve as both justification 
and warning for the discussion that follows: 
If the critic~ as critics must, should 
abstract various aspects of poetry and discuss 
it say under the headings of matter and form, 
or again should sub~ivide form into such 
categories as rhythm, diction, imagery, it 
must always be remembered that these are 
only convenient abstractions from an 
indissolubly blended whole. 1 
The ideal way, of course, of dealing with any poet would 
be to consider each poem as an organic whole. Since, 
1 Yeats, p. 4. Later in an analysis of the use of 
imagery in contemporary poetry, he made a similar statement, 
pointing out that "No aspect of poetry -- such as diction, 
rhythm, sentence-structure, or the so-called •content• 
itself--can be fully assessed in isolation from the other 
aspects." "Experience with Images," p. 125. 
however, "all art is the objectification of the inner 
spi.ri t of man, "2 a study of the elements in which form is 
embodied should suggest important facts about the poet's 
view of the world, of what might be called his "inner 
vision." And, if' such an organization is needed as a 
framework for a discussion of a writer's work; then 
MacNeice's own approach (used in both Modern Poetry and 
The Poetry of W. ~Yeats) of organizing the discussion 
under the subjects of rhythm, rhyme, and imagery is a 
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convenient-one, for it gives us the opportunity of' comparing 
his theory with his practice. Any study of MacNeice 
would certainly be expedted to deal with his skill as 
a poetic craftsman. The opinion held by Geoffrey Grigson 
that MacNeice was the most gifted and most skillful poet 
of his generation has been reaffirmed by many critics, 
so that an almost automatic response to naming MacNeice 
is a comment upon his virtuosity as a poet.3 This skill 
2 Edward G. Ballard, Art and Analysis (The Hague: Nijhoff, 
1957), p. 37. 
3 Grigson says that of the poets of the period, MacNeice 
"is the one most undoubtedly gifted with a love of words." 
He comments on his cleverness and his words which were 
"stretched to tautness criss-crossing wires of form," 
and the way his skill "grew and strengthened itself into 
a capable and convincing rhetoric." Poetry of the Present 
(London: Phoenix House, 1949), p. 18. See also Lawrence 
Durrell, p. 184-. 
f 
is especially evident in the sound patterns and tone 
color of his poems, for he believed that poetry was to 
4 be ·written for the ear. It contains the same character-
istics of movement and pattern that music contains. 5 
Believers in the modern time-philosophies find music 
to be the most important of the arts because it has a 
time-value. 6 MacNeice is, perhaps, anxious to give 
this same time-value to poetry by creating an art that 
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directs itself primarily to the ear, that has the qualities 
of flux, creating a tension by imposing a pattern on 
movement. The reconciliation of tradition and experiment 
that MacNeice proposes in Modern Poetry is an attempt to 
establish a basis for poetry that will permit the poet 
to escape from rigid structural demands without anarchy 
resulting.7 
4 
5 
6 
Modern Poetry, p. 114. 
See Part III of Chapter Seven of this study. 
See, for example, Monroe Beardsley, Aesthetics 
(New York: Harcourt, 1958), p. 88; and Wyndham Lewis, 
Time and Western Man, pp. 183-206. 
7 Geoffrey Bullough emphasizes this characteristic 
of MacNeice's criticism in The Trend of Modern Poetry 
(Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1949), p. 207. 
I. MacNeice's Theories about the Function of Rhythm 
MacNeice's initial discussion of rhythm in Modern 
Poetry is an account of the way in which he and his 
contemporaries had sought to escape from the traditional 
verse forms used by the Georgians. Most important in 
the influences leading to such an escape was the poetry 
of Gerard ~nley Hopkins, 8 whose "sprung rhythm" led 
to something the younger poets were striving for -- the 
rhythm of conversation. Although Hopkins was one o£ the 
chie£ influences on the poetry of MacNeice, MacNeice 
disagreed with Hopkins's practice of counting the number 
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of stresses to a line and ignoring the number of unstressed 
syllables. MacNeice £elt that there should be as much 
variation in the number of stressed syllables as in the 
number of unstressed syllables. Discussing Hopkins's 
ideas about variations in meter, he states: 
I do not myself think that a stress more or 
less in a line matters much more than an 
unstressed syllable more or less attached 
to a stress. These di££erences are only a 
matter of degree, and success or failure 
depends on whether the total pattern is 
broken.9 
8 See pp. 60-64 of this thesis £or a discussion of 
Hopkins's influence on MacNeice. 
9 Modern Poetry, p. 124. 
He mentions other influences on the rhythms of the poetry 
of the period: Anglo-Saxon verse, Skelton (whose metric 
was copied by both Graves and Auden10 ), and writers like 
Housman and Nashe, who "give the poet a good deal of play 
within the form itself."11 
Although the poets of the nineteen-thirties 
experimented with many varied metrical patterns, they 
quickly found that some were more adaptable to speech 
rhythms than others. They tried using blank verse, for 
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example, but found it difficult to use without the poetry's 
becoming dull. Nevertheless, their willingness to 
experiment with any or all metrical patterns enabled them 
to develop skilled techniques so that when they found 
forms suitable to thei~ ideas, they knew how to use 
them most- effectively: 
10 
11 
12 
After so much energy spent both in breaking 
away from the tyranny of one set of models 
and digging up others ~hich had been for-
gotten, these younger poets are now reaching 
a stage where they can write more freely; an 
arduous technical apprenticeship has brought 
them to a point where they can let their 
subject dictate and their technique is able 
to keep up with it.l2 
Modern Poetry, p. 130. 
Ibid., p. 126. 
Ibid., p. 30. 
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MacNeice's discussion of rhythm in Modern Poetry 
is more a record of his own experience and those of his 
friends in attempting to find verse forms suitable to 
express their view of the world than an exposition of 
technical theories. We can find in it, however, some 
principles basic to MacNeice)s poetic techniques. 
First of such principles is MacNeice's belief that 
poetry and prose are not essentially very different.l3 
Speech rhythms are as appropriate to poetry as they are 
to prose. In fact, they may be more closely related to 
poetry than to prose, for they have "that plasticity which 
the lyric aims at and which prose ... ignores. 1114 
It is, therefore, entirely a matter of preference, not of 
principle, that leads him to regular verse patterns in 
his poetry. • .. He feels that the words in poetry must be 
"more poised than in prose,"15 and that this poise is 
achieved more easily if they are placed within a regular 
metrical structure_, 16 but he does not feel that such a 
structure is a necessary characteristic of a poem. 
13 
14 
15 
16 
A further belief of MacNeice's is in the direct 
Modern Poetry, p. 114. 
"Poetry, the Public and the Critic," p. 380. 
Modern Poetry, p. 116. 
Ibid • , p. 117 . 
relationship between verse rhythms and the personality 
and integrity of the poet. Each poet, then, must find 
rhythmical and metrical patterns that are his personal 
expression. He cannot imitate, though he may borrow 
from other writers. 17 Important as Hopkins's ~nfluence 
was upon the poetry of the 'thirties, MacNeice recognized 
the danger in a close imitation'· of Hopkins's poetry: 
A close imitation of his manner is dangerous 
because both pis rhythms and his syntax are 
peculiarly appropriate to his own unusual 
circumstances and his own tortured but 
vital personality.l8 
MacNeice, then, would undoubtedly agree with Eliot that 
the good poet is more likely to steal than to imitate, 
and his own poetic practice demonstrates this belief, for 
although his verse is full of echoes from other writers, 
his development has been away from imitation to a pe~sonal 
rhythm that is uniquely his own. 
MacNeice would see truth in Whitehead's statement 
17 Northrop Frye Quotes Eliot's remark that the good 
poet is more likely to steal tnan to imitate, and adds 
11 a poem is specifically involved with other poems, not 
vaguely with such abstractions asttradition or style." 
Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton Univ., 1957), 
p. 98. See also Ballard, p. _37 and p. 194. 
18 Modern Poetry, p. 125. 
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that "art is founded upon the study of patterns"19 and 
' ' the most important of his ideas about rhythm is his 
recognition that the form in which a poem is written 
reflects not only the personality of the poet, but also 
his beliefs and values. The poet cannot choose a rhythmical 
pattern for his poem arbitrarily, for 
Form must not be thought of as a series of 
rigid moulds. All matter is to some extent 
informed to start with; and the very selection 
of matter is a formalistic activity. On the 
other hand artistic form is more than mere 
method or convenience or discipline or, of 
course, decor .... Artists use form not 
merely to express some alien matter but 
because form itself is a spiritual principle 
which calls for expression in matter.20 
In his theories about rhythm in poetry, then, MacNeice 
calls for a balance between complete freedom that would 
permit the artist to do anything he wants and the use of 
rigid form. He believes in the artist's being a·"maker" 
who creates an organic, ~iving unity, within which form 
and content both function by revealing insights into the 
poet's views of reality. He would no doubt agree with the 
l9 Alfred North Whitehead, Essays in Science and Philosophy 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1947); p. 109. Whitehead 
also says "In·itself a pattern is neither good or bad. But 
every pattern can only exist in virtue of the doom of 
realization, actual or conceptual," p. 111. 
20 Yeats, p. 4. 
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esthetic principle that 11 0nly that measure of strength 
put into a work can communicate itself to the beholder, 1121 
and that art is a manifestation of the spirit that requires 
of the artist a personal synthesis. MacNeice's own attempts 
to achieve such a synthesis resulted in the structural 
strengthening in his poetry. 22 An important part of the 
structural tightening-up, as he describes it in Orpheus, 
is the establishment of a rhythmical pattern which can hold 
the themes together. 23 We must turn to his poetry to find 
whether or not he was able to apply these theo~ies in his 
writing. 
II. MacNeice's Use of Rhythm in His Poetry 
Rosenfeld points out that MacNeice's earlier patterns 
in his poetry were 11 more a matter of contrivance, and 
therefore less integral to the conveying of his effects 
than they appeared. 1124 This is espelidally true of the 
21 J. P. Rodin, 11 Art and Criticism, 11 College Art Journal, 
XV (Fall 1955), p. 26. 
22 
23 
24 
See Chapter Seven of this thesis. 
11 Experience with Images, 11 p. 130. 
Rosenfeld, p. 546. 
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poems in the first volume of published verse, Blind 
Fireworks (1929).. "Evening Indoors, 11 like "Poussin 11 and 
11 Trains in the Dis"tc~mce 11 and a number of the other poems 
of that volume, is in a regular pentameter and hexameter 
form with rhyming couplets. That MacNeice would use the 
same form for three poems of such different content, 
something which he would not do later, might indicate that 
the poet has not yet mastered his'craft. At the same time, 
he is experimenting with different metrical patterns. 
11Elephant Trunk 11 and 11 The Creditor 11 are attempts at 
handling varied line lengths within a single poem. "The 
Credi tor'11 in particular is a good example of the exploratory 
work of the you~g poet. The lines vary from the dominant 
tetrameter to the short one-syllable line. Two lines 
contain interesting experiments in internal rhyme and 
alliteration which set them ~part·from the rest of the poem, 
but although they are effective in themselves, they tend 
to destroy the unity of the poem as a whole: 
In quiet in diet in riot in dreams 
In dopes in drams in drums in dreams. 
The poem is meditative in thought, but its movement is 
light and brisk. The two lines quoted above with their 
quick and tripping anapests and iambs do not very effectively 
express the idea of a "lull" contained in the preceding 
line: 
I lull myself 
In quiet in diet in riot in dreams. 
"Candle Poems 11 from the same volume shows MacNeice 
I 
tryihg the doggerel rhythms he was later to use so 
successfully (in "Bagpipe Music" for example) while dealing 
with an early treatment of his favorite subject, Time: 
Tomorrow will be another day 
And today will then be yesterday 
To click the bonds of business 
From Saturday to Saturday. 
The idea of a r~gular movement of time and ~he regular 
metrical pattern of the verses are suitable to each other~ 
' 
and the lightness of the verse pattern is a reflection of 
the almost child-like quality of the thought. 
Not so successful in its harmonizing of form and 
co:p.tent is the "Cradle Song for JY{iriam" also from Blind 
Fireworks. In this poem each of the stanzas has its own 
pattern, but the stanzas are so short that the variations 
fail to contribute to the poetic effect. Later, MacNeice 
was to use the same principle of varying the parts within 
the poem (in Ten Burnt Offerings) but at great·er length 
and within much longer poems and in a poetic pattern more 
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like a long musical work consisting of different movements. 
In 11 Cradle Song for Miriam," however, the stanzas are too 
short to be musical movements, and the poem becomes only 
a rhythmical pastiche. It opens with a metrical but 
unrhymed stanza of five lines: 
The clock's untiring fingers wind the wool of darkness 
And we all lie alone, having long outgrown our cradles 
(Sleep, sleep, Miriam) 
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And the flames like faded ladies always unheeded simper 
And all is troubledness.25 
which is answered by a stanza of three lines that seem 
to be a refrain but are not repeated: 
Soft the wool, dark the wool 
Is gathered slowly, wholly up 
Into a ball, all of it. 
The last line of the passage drops from a crooning, 
incantatory tone into ordinary conversational tone. Then 
follows a stanza of free verse, which in turn is followed 
by a stanza that contains the lullaby effect of the second 
stanza and free verse. No rhyme is found in the poem 
through the first four stanzas, but in the fifth stanza 
rhyme and a regular doggerel rhythm are used: 
The world like a cradle rises and falls 
On a wave of confetti and funerals 
25 Collected Poems, p. 68. 
And sordor and stinks and stupid faces 
And the deity making bored grimaces. 
The remainder of the poem is in part doggerel, in part 
metrical but unrhymed verse. 
·• "Mayfly" is a loose handling of blank verse, a form 
of poetry MacNeice later thought was monotonous; it is, 
he said, for the poet 
like a large leather armchair in a club, 
once he gets into it, there he is for the 
afternoon ... The poet today, I suggest, should 
use blank verse with freedom, varying the 
length of t6he lines and the grouping of the stresses.2 
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In "Mayfly" MacNeice did not manage to overcome the monotony 
of blank verse; the length of lines is varied occasionally 
by a line of hexameter, but the freedom with which the 
rhythm is handled is not sufficient to make the poem 
vigorous. 
Not all the poems in the early volume are uncertain 
in their technique. "Glass Falling" with its play upon the_ 
word down has a perfection of form unusual in such a young 
poet. Major stresses in the poem fall on the word down, 
which is found in different places in different lines, 
creating a syncopated effect: 
26 Modern Poetry, p. 126. 
The glass is going down. The sun 
Is going down. The forecasts say 
It will be warm~ with frequent showers. 
We ramble down the show.ery hours 
And amble up and down the day ... 
The rain is coming down~ the frown 
Is coming down of heaven showing 
A wet night coming~ the glass is going 
Down, the sun is going down.27 
The word down is not only an expression of the central··· 
thought of the poem~ it is also the forming element in 
its pattern and rhythm. 
By the time MacNeice published the 1935 volume Poems, 
this mastery of his rhythms is more often demonstrated. 
He uses all the types of meter he had been experimenting 
117 
with except doggerel rhythms, but he uses the varied patterns 
more skillfully: rhyming couplets in patterns of six 
stresses to the line in "Sunday Morning"; blank verse 
' in 11.Aubade 11 which is too short a poem for the blank verse 
to drag upon the pattern; lines which vary in length in 
"Upon This Beach 11 in which the variation suggests the .pil~ng 
up and rolling back of the waves. 
From 1935 until Autumn Journal MacNeice still experimented 
with verse forms~ but more requently with verse of more 
rigid patterns. Sometimes they are brilliantfy successful. 
27 Collected Poems, p. 60. 
Delmore Schwartz comments on MacNeice's ability to handle 
doggerel rhythms: 
The remarkable and important thing about MacNeice's 
poems is the style, not the substance. His 
style, his way of handling his subjects; at first 
seems a careful imitation of doggerel. One 
notices the rocking-chair rhythm, the lines in 
which extra feet are tucked in so that the 
rhyme can occur and the almost naive tone.28 
According to MacNeice's stated theories, a style that is 
more important than the poem's contents woulp not be an 
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effective style. There is, however, an organic relationship 
between the pattern and the ideas of the poems in the 
1935 volume, or at least that is true of the most successful 
of the doggerel verses. 11 Passage Steamer," for example, 
uses rhythm and repetition to suggest the labored sound 
of a ship's engine and the loneliness of the seafarer: 
Upon the decks they take beef tea 
Who are so ~ree, so free, so free, 
But down the ladder in the engine-room 
(Doom, doom, doom, doom) 
The great cranks rise and fall, repeat, 
Th~ great cranks plod with their Assyrian feet 
To match the monotonous energy of the sea.29 
Sometimes the doggerel rhythm captures a moment of wit 
and of aphoristic thought exactly: 
Holidays should be like this 
Free from over-emphasis, 
28 11 Adroitly Naive," Poetry, XLVIII (1936), 115. 
29 Collected Poems, p. 92. 
Time for the soul to stretch and spit 
Before the world comes back on it.30 
In a few poems like 11Sunlight on the Garden 11 the formal 
structure of lines is handled expertly and easily, so that 
the words do become poised within the aesthetic pattern. 
More often, regular metrical stanzas containing words that 
are·precise parts of a regular metrical pattern are placed 
beside stanzas that attempt a conversational and natural 
tone and the unity of the poem is affected. "Leaving 
Barra, 11 regular:.ly metrical and formally worded, with the 
repetition of the last word in the last line of one stanza 
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at the end of the first line in the next stanza, occasionally 
' breaks down in such pedestrian lines as the last two 
in the stanza: 
If ~nly I could crush the hunger 
If only I could lay the phantom 
Then I should no doubt be happy 
Like a fool or a dog or a Buddha.31 
As in that stanza~ the breakdown in structure often occurs 
when the poet's sense of his own pathetic situation becomes 
stronger than his sense of pattern and structure. One of 
30 From "Postscript to Iceland," Collected Poems, p. 93. 
31 Collected Poems, p. 107. 
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the weaknesses in MacNeice•s early poetry is an occasional 
indulgence in sentimentality and self-pity, and it· is 
nearly always accompanied by a comparable collapse of 
rhythm. Such a.weakness is seldom found after Autumn 
Journal, however. 
The increased awareness of pattern, the tightening-
up of the poem that MacNeice is attempting in his more 
recent work, can be seen in two types of poems -- the long, 
complex, musically organized poems of Ten Burnt Offerings 
and the shorter, concentrated, almost epigrammatic poems 
of Visitations. The result of the long experimentation 
with verse patterns is his present ability to handle either 
typ~ of poem successfully with no danger of the poetic 
structure disintegrating, with the "pull and thrust of 
meaning 11 32 working harmoniously. within the pattern of 
the stanzas instead of threatening to destroy the shape 
of the poem. 
The first poem in Ten Burnt Offerings, "Suite for 
Recorders," has four "movements" that question the values 
held by man in spite of his awareness of an abyss of 
nothingness over which he lives -- values that the poet 
32 "Poetry Today," p. 53. 
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relates to the pastoral tradition of the sixteenth century. 
The first movement of ten stanzas is traditional in its 
metrical pattern, allusive in its statement of the problem. 
Both rhythm and words echo Raleigh's "If all the world 
and love were young;" and the two stanzas which begin the 
poem {both starting with the word if) create a contrast 
between the ideas of Marlowe's and Raleigh's companion 
poems. The opening movement contains a dialectical 
movement of thought. If ... if ... though ... yet 
these conjunctions are made important by being placed at 
the beginning of stanzas, underlining the statement of 
thesis and antithesis in the first movement. 
The second movement of the poem is more complex in 
metrical pattern; in thought it reflects the contradictory 
and puzzling aspects of Elizabethan lif~, using the 
"arabesques of sound" created by the ancient instrmments 
as background music for a portrayal of the tensions of 
the sixteenth century and also as a pattern for the rhythms 
of the poem: 
In a little room, a little plot, a little lifetime 
Hark the shrill recorders after meat; the Elizabethan 
Mayflies in a silver web which dangled over chaos · 
. Twirling round and round, 
Waiting for the silent headsman, countering his silence 
With arabesques of sound. 
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Once again the problem is stated, ~ith variations. The verse 
pattern, instead of the simple four-line tetrameter stanza 
of the first movement, now is a six-line stanza predominantly 
hexameter, but with lines four and six containing the rhyme 
in trimeter lines, and suggesting the intricate and stately 
movement of the Elizabethan music or dances. 
The next movement is a tightening-up of the idea; 
moving more swiftly, it states abstractly the generalizations 
that the poet reaches as a result of the questions asked 
and answered in the specific and concrete observations 
of the first two movements. The stanzas are epigrammatic 
in content and simple and traditional in rhythmical 
patterns, containing four lines of tetrameter, rhyming aabb. 
The windblown web in•· which we live 
Presumes a yawning negative, 
A nothing which cries out to see 
A something flout its vacancy. 
Once again the rhythmical structure is a reflection of the 
thought. The section is a gathering together of the ideas 
contained in the first two movements of the poem, 
interpreting them in terms of universal experience, 
recognizing the thesis and the antithesis but adding the 
synthesis: 
You read between those lines and peer 
Down through the mesh of gossamer 
And you will sense the darkness which 
Made either guttering candle rich; 
And you a would-be player too, 
Will give those angry ghosts their due 
Who threw their voices far as doom 
Greatly in a little room. 
The fourth movement of the poem contains slow-moving, long, 
musical lines which continue the pa~toral theme of the 
earlier parts of the poem, but add to it the ideas of 
the Biblical pastoral poetry, expressing the value of love, 
appropriately~ in lines that echo the Song of Songs of the 
Old Testament in rhythm as well as in imagery: 
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Come, my sheep, my goats, graze where the shoots are tender, 
Now I will sing of her .... 
Come, 'this pipe is only on loan, I only a hireling, 
Yet, though my hire be due, 
And always unpaid, and my songs, heard by you only, 
Must needs be always unheard, 
Come, my flocks, where this twilit wall still holds 
the noonheat 
Now I will sing of Her. 
The tensions of the earlier problem having.been resolved, 
the movement of the concluding lines of the poem can be 
gentle and tender, with the refrain "Now I will sing of her" 
creating part of the rhythm with its repetition. The 
lyrical pattern is suitable to the final thought that 
though t~me works on poet and on youth, love remains of 
value and the song of the poet must be sung though it is 
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only an artifact over "the black void of truth." 
Two final examples of MacNeice's present ability to 
use variety within the structure of a poem without 
destroying the pattern illustrate this ability evidenced 
in shorter poems. "Visitations" Parts II and VI demonstrate 
this technique,. Both parts of the long poem alternate 
between stanzas of abstract statement and stanzas of concrete 
imagery. In both parts of the poem the metrical pattern 
changes with the changed contents of the stanzas. This 
is especially effective in "Visitations VI 11 in which there 
is a shift from a stanza composed of questions stated in 
metrically regular, rhymed stanzas with a refrain to 
stanzas containing the abstract statements in irregular 
lines and a conversational tone. 
Rosenfeld, commenting on the changes in MacNeice's 
style during the years since his first volume pf poetry 
appeared, had this to say: 
MacNeice's informal style could only have 
become formalized (it had already begun to 
turn in long stretches of the Journal) and his 
relaxed and anti-poetic line on which, side 
by side, hung classical devices and the idioms 
of modern speech, could only have stiffened 
and by an anachronistic poetics bound the poet 
of the flux of things.33 
33 Rosenfeld, p. 545. 
Rather than the growing stiffening of MacNeice•s style 
being anachronistic~ it seems to me that his growing 
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concern with form is a part of a general change in MacNeice•s 
view of the world. When clocks created a "taut and ticking 
fear" in him~ and flux was the only thing changeless in a 
world in which nothing could be grasped~ MacNeice•s efforts 
toward greater flexibility and variety in the structure 
of his poems were logical. His search for permanent values 
has~ also quite logically~ brought an increased use of 
tight structures; and his belief that through art 
permanence may be achieved is one cause of his consciousness 
of the shape of the poem. 
III. Rhymes and Other Sound Patterns in MacNeice 1 s Poetry 
Practicing the theory that verse needs more tricks 
than prose~34 MacNeice has been one of the most persistent 
experimenters in the use of rhyme. He discusses the "tricks" 
that are used by Auden and his fellows in "Poetry Today~" 
listing the various types of irregular rhymes, as well 
34 
"Poetry Today) 11 p. 53. 
as other devices to create special effects.35 The reasons 
for the irregular use of rhyme by the modern poet are 
that such rhymes create a 11 peculiar emotional effect, 11 36 
and that they avoid "a total effect which is too pat, 
smug, and commonplace.~' 
The "peculiar emotional effects" of inexact rhymes 
(usually an effect of loneliness and~rangeness) attracted 
MacNeice during the experimental period of his poetry. 
He was also led to use such rhymes by his desire to make 
his rhymes command attention. Like his experiments in 
metrical structures, his experiments with ~hyming patterns 
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sometimes were successful, sometimes led him to exaggerated 
and ineffective devices, sometimes were interesting for 
35 In 11 Poetry Today," pp. 53, 54, MacNeice lists the 
following 11 tricks 11 : counterpointed rhythms (derived from 
Hopkins and Skelton); assonance in place of rhyme (stuns-
stones); merely vowel assonance (blood, sun); false 
rhymes (blood-cloud); rhymes of the kind used by Graves 
(may-causeway, stick-prophetic); feminine false rhymes; 
internal rhymes; alliteration (from Anglo-Saxon verse); 
pauses (mental or metrical); broken or accelerated syntax 
(from Joyce); telegraphic omissions; omitted punctuation; 
omitted capitals; and the techniqu~ of content, e.g., 
instead of metaphor or simile imposed ab extra they use 
what is rather the concrete instance of an immanent theme. 
36 Modern Poetry, p. 131. 
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their own sake but not structurally significant.37 "Bagpipe 
Music" displays MacNeice's skill in the use of assonance 
and false rhymes. The poem's doggerel rhythm is reinforced 
by the rhymes, that in this case add to the lightness of 
the poem but also emphasize the satiric tone. All the 
rhymes are feminine rhymes; most of them place attention 
on words that carry weight in meaning as well as in sound 
patterns; many of them are startlingly unusual (rickshaw, 
peepshow; python, bison; sofa, poker; whiskey, fifty; 
Blavatsky, taxi; heather, Vienna; culture, puncture; 
sober, over; repulsion, production; Ceilidg, baby; damage, 
bandage; lavish, parish; Bible, idle; stadium, geraniums; 
elections, pension; poppet, profit; ever, weather). 
In tQe later poetry of MacNeice, more deliberately 
aimed at the ear, qu±te paradoxically he tends either 
to discard rhyme completely or else to use exact rhyme. A 
number of the later poems (especially those in Visitations) 
contain exact rhyme, but place such rhymes in unusual 
37 MacNeice evidently felt delight in the sounds of rhymes 
merely for their own sake. In the notebook from his Iceland 
trip, one page contains the following notation with no 
exp~anation or comment merely a list of rhymes: 
sack black soak bloke 
sock block sake Blake 
seek bleak 
"Diary in Iceland, 11 a manuscript in the Poetry Collection, 
Lockwood Library, University of Buffalo. 
sequences to avoid the obvious and expected. Sometimes 
(in "Donegal Triptych" for example) lines one and three of 
a quatrain will rhyme, and lines two and four remain 
unrhymed. Sometimes rhymes will appear at the ends of 
lines two and three, and one and four will be unrhymed. 
Poetry which directs itself to the ear needs the rhyme 
to create sound patterns, but must avoid the obvious or 
the too regular rhyming patterns; MacNeice solves the 
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problem by such rhyming stanzas. Another way of achieving 
the desired effect without triteness in rhyming is to use 
repetition rather than rhyme. In the poetry of the nineteen-
fortie-s and the nineteen-fifties, MacNeice frequently uses 
repetition of words at the ends of lines as a substitute 
for rhyme. One of the first poems in which such a 
pattern for the ends of lines is found is in 11 London Rain" 
(1941), in which lines four and six in each stanza end 
in the same word. This technique is effective in creating 
a feeling of monotony and incessancy in the description 
of the rain. In Ten Burnt Offerings the repetition at the 
ends of lines is frequent, the words repeated are invariably 
words of the greatest significance to the poem; the effect 
of the repetition is to give emphasis to the ~eafuing. 
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"Areopagus" Part III, for example, with a six-line stanza, 
repeats three words twice in each stanza (almond, sea, 
blood, sea, blood, almond, etc.). The order in which 
the words are repeated leads the reader into the central 
thought of the stanza and then out again, with the stanza 
ending with. the same word at the end of the concluding line 
that ended the beginning line, but each time with a different 
thought having been reached at the end from that involved 
at the beginning of the stanza: 
The Unknown God? Judge or saviour? 
The unknown goddesses -- Cursing or kind? 
Shall we have neither? Either? Both? 
The dark prehistory of their kind 
Hung over Jews and Greeks and both 
Found, of their kind, a likely saviour. 
A comparison of MacNeice's use of rhyme in poems like 
".Areopagus" with his use of rhyme in h~s early poems 
shows clearly that in sound patterns as in other aspects 
of his poetry, his is more concerned now with the ~eiationship 
. 
of each par~ of the poem to its total effect than he is in 
being merely clever . 
.An excellent example of MacNeice's use of repetition 
to create structural patterns is found in "April Fool" 
from Visitations. Each stanza of the poem begins with the 
words "Here come I., old April Fool," the words introducing 
each time a new thought. The final stanza., in addition, 
ends with a circular return to the first line of the poem: 
"Spring come back and back come I." "Visitations I" repeats 
the word never at the beginning of lines. Stanza one has 
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two lines beginning with the word, stanza two has three lines, 
and stanza three has five lines; the increasing use of the 
word from stanza to stanza creates a growing awareness of 
the inevitability of the idea. Sections III, IV, V, VI., 
and VII of the poem have similar repeMition. 
It is interesting that the use of repetition in his 
poetry is more marked when MacNeice is portraying Time as 
a spiral. Whether there is a conscious relationship of 
the two facts or not, the effect of the repetition which 
circles back on itself., but each time with a different 
meaning or a different emphasis, is to suggest the spiral 
which repeats the shape it comes out of, but always differs 
from it~ One of the most conspicuous uses of repetition 
is in the poem "Jigsaws"., which is concerned with the 
relationship of the past to the present., and which concludes 
that the past exists, but in changed form and in the mind 
of the one who experienced it. The poem's opening lines 
are: 
What ghosts of cuckoo-spit and dew 
Veil those fields that once I knew? 
and it circles back to the original idea, but does not 
repeat it exactly in the concluding lines: 
The view, without myself to view, 
Is gone, like cuckoo-spit and dew. 
Related to the repetition of words is the use of the 
pun, which is also more common in the last three volumes 
of poetry than in the earlier work. Repetitions and puns 
are concentrated more in Section III of "Didymus" in 
Ten Burnt Offerings than in any other place in MacNeice's 
poetry. Every other line contains either a repetition of 
a word or a pun, and in some stanzas every line is qased 
on such an echo of sound. The poem is at the center of 
the long poem which contains it, and it is the moment 
of ritual when Thomas lifts his hands in prayer. The word 
doubt, which is the theme of the poem, is repeated eight 
times in twenty-eight lines, and there are twelve puns in 
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the poem. The sense. of sound repetitions is further strength-
ened by internal rhyme as well as traditional rhyme at 
the ends of alternating lines. The first stanza illustrates 
the· use of repeti ti·on, puns, and internal rhyme typical 
of the entire section: 
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Oh! but my doubt is a sea harsher than this that I see~ 
Oh! but my hands tremble fumbling the night~ 
To all of my questions I know the reply must be No! 
To me those tongues of fire were fire~ not light. 
The effect of such passages led one critic to comment 
on Ten Burnt Offerings: 
The cumulative effect of the MacNeice poems is 
one of virtuosic brilliance. If the poems have 
any single defect, it is that perfection of 
surface which tends to conceal profundity.38 
However~ MacNeice's use of rhythm and ·rhyme, 71ever though 
it may be, is always skillful and functional. As his poems 
become more complex in thought and concenned less with the 
ephemeral and more with the universal, the structure 
becomes increasingly important as a part of the total meaning. 
There are fewer passages which can be isolated from the 
poem and quoted with any effectiveness. The rhythm and 
rhyme, as well as the im?gery, diction, and thought, are 
dependent upon the poem's whole shape for their effec~. 
This is in harmony with his "last word on rhythm and rhyme" 
in Modern Poetry: 
I would say that my own preference is for 
poetry which is musical, but that the 
characteristics of this music are not 
superficial prettiness or smoothness but 
(a) system and (b) significance. When 
I write poetry myself, I always consider 
the sound of each line conjointly with 
\ 
38 
"Books in Brief," New Republic (Sept. 14, 1953), p. 19. 
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its adequacy as meaning.39 
IV. Theory and Practice in Diction 
MacNeice's view of the multiplicity of life directed 
him not only to a delight in the surprises life has to 
offer, but also to variety in metrical patterns in his 
poetry, brilliant and varied imagery, and a use of diction 
that reflects life's contrasting, shifting, kaleidoscopic 
situations. Talking about the language of poetry, MacNeice 
stated: 
There are oceasions fo~ flatness, and hyperbole, 
for concentration, and diffuseness, for regular 
and irregular form, for both the unusual and 
the obvious, for uplift and understatement.40 
Variety and flexibility will be the qualities of the diction 
in MacNeice's poetry. The sole requirement he recognized 
as a necessity in the diction of poetry was that it be an 
honest reflection of the poet's view of life. This might 
lead to the language of the common man, if the poet were 
reflecting the world of the com~on man, but it might just 
as eaily lead to the language of the aristocratic man. 
MacNeice disagreed with Wordsworth's theories about the 
diction of poetry, noting that Wordsworth himself departed 
39 Modern Poetry, p. 133. 
4o Poems 1925-1940, p. xiii. 
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from them in practice and that 
Wordsworth's diction, though not, as he 
claimed, the 'real language of men,' ~' 
in his better Eoems, the real language 
of Wordsworth. 1 
Yet, even though the poet may be learned and obscure in 
his own thinking, he cannot write poetry in a language 
that is esoteric. The function of the poet, or at least 
one of the functions, is to establish contact with his 
fellow men.42 He ca~not do this if his langu~ge makes it 
impossible for his fellow men to understand him. Even when 
the poet's background sets him apart from the world of 
ordinary men, therefore, he must ~till establish a relationship 
between his words and the words used by the public. Symons 
points out that MacNeice's poetry shows the ordinary man 
struggling with the scholar. 43 Particularly in the early 
po~try such a struggle may be seen, for it is a precariously 
held balance that he seeks to maintain between the social 
requirements of poetry that make· it necessary for the 
language of the poems to be close to the language of the 
41 
"Experience with Images," p. 125. 
42 
"Poetry, the Public, and the Critic," p. 381. 
43 P. 88. 
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common man and the demands for the poet's honest expression 
of his own language. For the scholarly MacNeice, the 
two languages are sometimes quite far apart. 
Among the changes in MacNeice's poetry since the 
publication of Blind Fireworks is a change in diction. 
The language of the eqrly poetry (Blind Fireworks 1929, 
Poems 1935) ~as self-conscious, often f~ntastic. Frequently 
it is a jumble of images from urban life, abstract and 
often philosophical terminology·, classical references. 
''Birmingham" (1935) opens with. lines that combine urban 
' . 
imagery with references to Pharaoh and Vulcan: 
Smoke from the train-gulf hid by hoardings blu~ders 
upward, the brakes of cars 
Pipe as the policeman pivoting round raises his flat 
hand, qars 
With his figure of a monolith Pharaoh the queue of 
fidgety machines 
(Chromium dogs on the bonnet, faces behind the triplex 
screens). 
Behind him the streets run away between the proud 
glass of shops, 
Cubical s~ent-bottles artificial legs arctic foxes 
and electric mops, 
But beyond this centre the slumward vista thins like 
a diagram: 
There unvisited, are Vulcan's forges who doesn't 
care a ~funker's damn. 
"Eclogue in Iceland" combines the slang and colloquial 
expressions, fantastic impressions, scholarly language: 
This dyspeptic age of ingrown cynics 
Wakes in the morning with a coated tongue 
And whets itself laboriously to labor 
And wears a blase face in the face of death. 
Who risk their lives neither to fill their bellies 
Nor to avenge an affront nor gra·b a prize 
But out of bravado or to divert ennui 
Dri-v;in~ fast cars and climbing foreign mountains .. 
Let us thank God for valour in abstraction 
For those who go their own way, will not kiss 
The arse of law and order nor compound 
For physical comfort at the price of pride. 
The passages illustrate the influence of Auden upon 
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MacNeice's diction, I believe. ·It is primarily when MacNeice 
is associating with Auden that his poetry is full of 
psychological terms and concerns, and also with a harsh 
and cynical attitude toward the world about him. The exception 
to this quality i~ his early poetry is found in poems that 
are primarily about nature or the countryside rather 
than urban scenes. In these MacNeice's language is less 
strained, his imagery is fresh and vivid. There is an 
easiness and naturalness about a handful of poems that 
reflect a moment of clarity, like the poem "Snow" (1935), 
in which the concrete sense impressions and the abstract 
contemplation of the experience seem perfectly harmonious: 
The room was suddenly rich and the great bay-window was 
Spawning snow and pink rose~ against it 
Soundlessly collateral and incompatible: 
·world is suddener than we fancy it. 
World is crazier and more of it than we think, 
Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion 
A tangerine and spit the pips and·feel 
The drunkenness of things being various. 
And the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world 
Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes --
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On the tongue on the eyes on the ears in the palms of 
· one's hands --
T~ere is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses. 
The feeling of coherence that the entire poem produces, 
the sense of rightness about the language, are without a 
doubt, a result of the fact that the poem is the expression 
of the poet's own experiences and involves his own emotional 
and intellectual responses, whereas the passages quoted 
from "Eclogue from Iceland" .and "Birmingham" are an attempt 
at ~ diagnostic view of the world external to the poet. 
They may produce an effect of cleverness, but they do not 
sound like.the poet talking his own language. They are, 
therefore, largely a failure in diction. 
Th~ poetry of Autumn .Journal (1939), Plant and Phantom 
(1941), ~nd Springboard (1944) discards ~he exagge~ated 
diagnostic language of the earlier poetr.y a~d replaces it 
with language that approximates the rhythms and diction 
of conversation. The tone is not so often cynical or 
satiric as it was in the eclogues; but it is frequently 
flat. So many critics have mentioned the flat, prose-like 
quality of the poems in the nineteen-forties that such a 
quality is automatically ascribed to· everything MacNeice 
wrote.44 Roy Fuller relates the flatness of diction in 
Springboard to a "failure of conception" and states his 
belief that all the writing of the 'thirties group lost 
i . h . 45 ts purpose w1t the war ~ears. 
Almost any section of Autumn Journal might be quoted 
as an example of MacNeice's conversational poetry. Section 
XIII sounds as though the poet is reminiscing with a 
former schoolmate: 
Which things being so, as we said when we studied 
The classics, I ought to be glad 
That I studied the classics at Marlbo~o.ugh. .. and Merton, 
Not everyone here having had 
The privilege of learning a language 
· That is incontrovertibly dead, 
And of carting a toy-box of hall-marked marmoreal phrases 
Around in his head. 
Except for the rhymes, the passage might almost be written 
44 Longaker and Bolles, for example, think that in 
MacNeice's "effort to avoid mere prettiness, he has often 
produced lines which, at least to the traditionalist ear, 
are not only prose-like, but also possessed of a flatness 
which often accompanies an off-hand reference to a common-
place topic." Contemporary English Literature, p. 289. 
45 
"Poetry: Tradition and Belief," The Craft of 
Letters in England~ ed. John Lehmann (London: Cresset, 
1956), p:-92. 
as prose. The diction~ except for marmoreal~ is ordinary; 
the statement is flat and diffuse rather than concentrated 
and intense in its tone. "The Trolls," from Springboard 
expresses an idea characteristic of MacNeice in a casual 
manner characteristic of this phase of his poetry: 
Death has a look of finality; 
We think we lose something but if it were not for 
Death we should have nothing to lose~ existence 
Because unlimited would merely be existence 
Without incarnate value. 
The diction in the passage is repetitive and diffuse~ as 
well as being abstract. 
In his later concern with ·a structural tightening-up 
MacNeice rejected the exaggerated diction of his early 
poetry and the attempted reproduction of conversational 
tone found in the poetry of the war years; as he became 
concerned with the poem as pattern~ as art that captures 
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experience and makes it timeless~ the language is no longer 
either commonplace or contrived. In Ten Burnt Offerings 
in wqich he has "enlarged his subject matter and verse 
46 forms~" b'e uses concrete~ abstract~ flat, highly poetic, 
simple, and philosophical language, even in one poem 
46 Roy Fuller, p. 92. 
dialect, but always as part of the poetic structure so that 
the words never detract from or intrude upon the total 
effect of the poem. The introductory poem of the volume 
(written in 1951) expresses MacNeice's final view of 
diction as it is a part of a poem: 
Every voyage is a death, 
Every action is a loss, 
Every poem drees its weird, 
Carries.its meaning like a cross; 
Yet the burnt poet loves the fire 
Which gulps what pittance he can give 
Dry words dying, dying, dead, 
Burning·that the Word may live. 
Examples of the poetry of Ten Burnt Offerings can be found 
in chapters six and seven of this study.47 In almost 
every passage quoted, the language used not only brings 
-into the poem rich meaniP,gS; acquired from the contexts 
of ordinary life and past uses in literature, but within 
the framework of the poem, takes on new and enriched 
meanings that are the result of the working together of 
diction, rhythm, sound patterns, imagery and theme. ···In 
each of these aspects of his poetry, MacNeice's early 
experiments developed technical skill which enables him 
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to express his more recent thoughts with great effectiveness. 
47 See pp. 167-169 and 200-212. 
CHAPTER SIX 
Imagery 
The poet~ says J. Isaacs~ can record contemporary 
sensibility in his own poetry in two ways~ through rhythm 
or through imagery. 1 We have seen how Louis MacNeice's 
changing view of the world and of the purposes of poetry 
has affected his verse-rhythms. A comparable change has 
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also taken place in the kinds of images he uses and in the 
way these images are used in his poetry. As Austin Warren 
points out~ a study of images may reveal a poet's interests 
by analyzing the sources of his ~magery~ or it may reveal 
something about his poetic sensibility by showing how the 
images function within the poetic structure.2 I shall 
deal with the images in MacNeice's poetry from both 
approaches, and shall determine the quality of the changes 
indicated by the changing imagery in the three periods of 
his work. Such a study will be greatly aided by the fact 
· 
1 J. Isaacs, The Background of Modern Poetry (New York: 
Dutton, 1958)~ p. 30. --
2 Rene Wellek and Austin WarrenJ Theory of Literature 
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1949), p. 213~ As Warren mentions, 
MacNeice says that the first of these two approaches to the 
study of imagery 11 belongs more properly to the study of 
subject-matter.n Modern Poetry, p. 111. 
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that MacNeice has expressed his views on the subject of 
imagery thoroughly and at two different times in his 
poetic career: once in Modern Poetry (1938) and once in 
the essay uExperience with Images" in Orpheus (1949). 
The first of these two treatments defined and analyzed 
types of images and discussed the important !h£luences 
upon the imagery of the poets with whom MacNeice associated . 
. . . 
The essay in Orpheus was more autobiographical and was 
concerned with MacNeice's own use of imagery and his 
change in purpose. 
I. MacNeice's Theories About Imagery 
MacNeice's definition of i~~gery is conventional, 
drawing a distinction between sensations and perceptions 
and what he would include under the term images: 
The properties are the objects which enter 
a poem by their own right, as flowers enter 
a poem about a garden, ·whereas the images 
enter a poem by right of analogy, as flowers 
entered Plato 1s description of his mystical 
and abstract Heaven. But, conversely, the 
properties themselves may be, in the ultimate 
analysis, only symbols.3 
Properties, then, are the sensations and perceptions that 
the poet describes literally; and images are primarily 
metaphors. Although it will not always be possible to 
3 ·Modern Poetry, p. 91. 
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differentiate between properties and images (as MacNeice 
suggests, the distinction is not always definite), I 
shall use the terms used by MacNeice, properties, images, 
and symbols: properties to designate sensations and perceptions, 
images to refer to met~phor~ 8nd symbols to refer to 
recurring metaphors that are related to dominant themes 
in the poetry. 
MacNeice di'stinguishes between two types of images: 
the cerebral and the emotional -- "the former kind coming 
more from the Reason and the latter kind from the senses 
or even the Unconscious."4 MacNeice uses both kinds; 
the cerebral images are more frequent in his early poetry 
especially in the eclogues, which cont~in images that 
work through the intellect primarily. For example, 
But this dyspeptic age of ingrown CY,nics 
Wakes in the morning with a coated tongue 
And whets itself laboriously to labour 
And wears a blase face in the face of death.5 
But the greater amount of his imagery is emotional. The 
later poetry, in particular, has a highly sensuous kind 
of imagery; and even in the early poetry there is a great 
deal of it. "Mayfly" (1929), with its references to 
4 Modern Poetry, p. 92. 
5 "Eclogue from Iceland," Collected Poems, p. 29. 
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11 jewelled water," "Gulp of yellow merriment," and 
"Lips of the river that pout and whisper round the reeds, 11 
is a good example of MacNeice's early use of emotional 
images. But the ideal imagery, he felt, is neither 
emotional entirely nor entirely cerebral, but a combination 
of both kinds, 11 concentrated and organic. in which the 
algeb"ra is correct, but the immediate effect is physical." 6 
The cerebral image that MacNeice discusses, evidently, is 
characterized by a clear analogy that is grasped by the 
mind and recognized as being a logical likeness. So in 
the example given above from "Eclogue from Iceland, 11 the 
parallel between the unhealthiness of the modern world and 
a physical unhealthiness described in medical terms is 
recognized and accepted as valid. In the emotional image 
the mind is not concerned with the analogy; the appeal is 
· directly to one or more of the senses. "Jewelled water" 
is a visual image, pictured in the mind of the reader, 
without any need for the mind to explore the logical 
relationships of image and analogy. So when either one or 
the other kind of imagery is used too exclusively, a 
weakness in the poetry results. MacNeice found such a 
6 Modern Poetry, p. 96. 
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c 
weakness in the romantic poets, whose interests led to 
sensuous rather than cerebral images~ for the romantic 
poet was interested in "natural objects, or in nature as 
an impulse. 117 And not until Baudelaire, he states, did the 
nineteenth century produce the fusion of wit and intuition 
that the modern poet seeks. Because of theD?fusion of wit 
and intuition, the influence of Baudelaire and the French 
Symbolists has been strong upon contemporary poets. But 
MacNeice feels that the logical analogies are omitted from 
their poetry. The images are both emotional and cerebral, 
but the clues to the interpretation and application of the 
images are missing. The result, says MacNeice, is ntoo 
rarefied an atmosphere.n8 The other strong influence upon 
twentieth century poetic imagery, MacNeice states; has 
been the seventeenth century metaphysical poets, especially 
Donne, whose imagery was combined with logical analogies, 
but who relied so completely upon the intellectual 
recognition of the rightness of an image that he erred in 
an opposite direction from the Symbolists. The result of 
the metaphysical influence upon modern poetry has been 
7 
8 
Modern Poetry, p. 98. 
Ibid., p. 102. 
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"purely cerebral jigsaw writing."9 
Auden and Spender and the younger poets, according to 
MacNeice, have attempted to co~bine the two influences 
without exaggerating either one. It has been possible for 
them to do this because they have a different view of 
life from either the metaphysical poets or the symbolists 
they are interested in the world of people~ 
So Auden and Spender, who live in a concrete 
world, tend to use their images neither as 
merely algebra nor purely aesthetically for 
the sake of the image itself. They approach 
therefore, the parataxis of the early Chinese 
poets. They verge sometimes on allegory, but, 
as they are primarily interested in what 
idealist philosophers used to call the concrete 
universal, they do not often use particular 
images merely as counter for generalities.lO 
Because these poets are interested in the concrete world 
rather than in the abstractions of philosophy or the private 
world of the poet's own emotions, there is less need, 
MacNeice says, for the use of many images in their poetry. 
Properties are more suitable to the expression of a 
subject that carries in itself its own concrete embodiment. 
When MacNeice writes about the rain, for example, he 
9 Mod~rn Poetry, p. 105. 
lO .Ibid., p. 106. 
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records the particular sensations connected with a specific 
storm. The setting for the storm {in "June Thunder 11 ) is 
given firs·t: 
The Junes.were free and full, driving through tiny 
Roads, the mudguards brushing the cowparsley., 
Through fields of mustard and under boldly embattled 
Mays and chestnuts • • . 
then the storm is described: 
. . . impending thunder 
With an indigo sky and the garden hushed except for 
The treetops moving. 
Then the curtains in my room blow suddenly inward, 
The shrubbery rustles, birds fly heavily homewartl, 
The white flowers fade to nothing on the trees and the 
rain comes 
Down like a dropscene. 
The storm itself is what concerns the poet, and he is 
content to give the reader a detailed and vivid account 
of its sights, sounds and feelings. These are properties, 
not images, for they have no analogies. 
When Shelley describes the storm in "Ode to the 
vlest Windtt an entirely different purpose lies behind his 
description. The storm is only a concrete analogy to his 
own emotions and ideas. Whether Shelley's storm ever 
did or could take place matters very little; it is the 
feeling of force and movement that is important, and 
the only purpose of the storm is to suggest the ideas and 
the feelings of Shelley through a concrete correlative. 
In MacNeice's own poetry, properties are more 
frequently a part of his early·poems 'j;han are metaphors 
or symbols. There is a wealth of sensuous detail in 
his poetry of the 'thirties, but much of it is not, 
by his definition, imagery; it is merely specification of 
subject matter. Warren observes: 
What happens with impressive ~requency is the 
'turning of what, in a writer's early work 
is "property" into the "symbol" of his 
later work .11 . 
This is also true in the poetry of MacNeice. In his early 
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poetry when he, like his friends, was especially interested 
in the concrete world, sensations and perceptions 
characterize his poetry. The change that takes place in 
his imagery is a change toward more use of metaphorical 
images, and finally of the use of symbols. In Ten Burnt 
Of~erings, as well as in the other poems of the nineteen-
fifties, images recur within long poems and in different 
poems and take on a symbolic. significance. 
To sum up MacNeice 1 s ideas about imagery, one would 
conclude that an image, or a metaphor, must combine 
intellectual and emotional effects; it is a most necessary 
11 Wellek and Warren, p. 194. 
ingredient of a poem that is concerned with an interior 
or abstract world; and it is used to nclarify a picture" 
or express an· idea with more concentration. 1112. 
II. The Sources of MacNeice's Imagery 
"Experience with Images" lists the various sources 
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of the imagery in MacNeice's poetry,~ especially in the 
early poetry. In this discussion in Orpheus~ MacNeice 
draws no distinction between properties and images~ but 
uses the term images to refer to any concrete descriptions 
or metaphor. What he is concerned with in the article 
is not so much a definition of imagery as a discussion 
of his own changing experiences in using it. He begins 
his discussion by referring to the sources from which he 
has drawn much of his imagery. 
An important source for several different types of 
imagery and properties in MacNeice's poetry is the scene 
of his childhood in Ireland. His home had been near the 
sea~ although not in sight of the sea~ and a recurring image 
throughout his poetry of all periods is the sea. The 
presence of the ocean was registered upon the mind of the 
12 Modern Poetry~ p. 111. 
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boy by the foghorns which could always be heard. However, 
instead of becoming a symbol of something menacing and 
melancholy, as it might easily have because of the sound 
of the foghorns, the sea became for him a symbol of escape. 13 
He did occasionally think of it as something "foreboding, 
alien, dangerous, and only very rarely blue,nl4 but more 
frequently (as in "Leaving Barratt) it is used in a context 
suggesting vitality, brightness, gaiety, and sometimes 
nostalgia. The sea is a property of many of the early 
poems ("The Lugubrious, Salubrious Seaside," uThe Hebrides," 
or "Upon This Beach," for example),; occasionally it is 
present in a context that makes it more properly imagery 
( 11 0de 11 or 11Wolves 11 ). In Ten Burnt Offerings (1952) the sea 
is a part of a set of images that function as symbols, the 
sea itself representing time and its changes and, in 
11 The Island, '1 the dimensions within which man t s life 
. (represented by the island) must be lived.15 In Visitations 
also the sea is often a symbol related to time and space. 
In ttnonegal Triptych," for example, the landscape from his 
childhood composed of both sea and countryside is still 
13 
14 
15 
11Experience with Images,n p. 127. 
Loc. Cit. 
See Chapter Seven, Part III of this thesis. 
• his in his adult life. The landscape is unchanged: 
While the sea still counts her sevens 
And the wind still s~reads his white 
Muslin over the strand, and night 
Closes down as dense as ever. 
But a change has taken place within the poet. So the 
sea becomes a part of a set of symbols that suggest that 
man grows old, and nature changes for him as he ages. 
Man's experience makes both the external and internal 
wo~lds different. 
Another image originating in MacNeice's childhood, 
an image that also became a symbol of escape, was the 
railway train. The early poem "Trains in the Distance," 
relates this image to his childhood and also to the sea. 
The trains are not only something by which to escape, but 
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like the foghorns of the ocean, their sounds are important 
to him. He speaks of "Gentle murmurs nosing through the 
summe·r quietude, 11 and of the "metal murmur" which nbrought 
us assurance and comfortu and 'tin the early night. . . 
soothed us to sleep." These sounds became one in his mind 
with the foghorns of the sea; in this poem, however, the· 
foghorns are connected with something ominous as opposed 
to the gentle murmuring of the trains in the distance: 
Till all was broken by that menace from the sea 
The steel-bosomed siren calling bitterly.l6 
Other early poems using the train as an important 
image are 11 A Contact" in which once again the sound of the 
train is important: 
The familiar rhythm but the unknown implications 
Delight like a dead language 
Which never shocks us by banal revelations. 
and "Train to Dublin" in which tbe train becomes symbolic 
of the constant movement of time: 
The train's rhythm never relents, the telephone posts 
Go striding backwards like the legs of time to where 
In a Georgian house you turn at the carpet's edge 
Turning a sentence while; outside my window here 
The smoke makes broken queries in the air. 17 
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Still another kind of image coming from his childhood, 
MacNeice says, is light imagery. This, too, is found 
primarily as properties in the early poetry, but continues 
to be common throughout his poetry to the most recent volume, 
in which, like the sea, it functions as a symbol. MacNeice 
explains why he thinks sunlight and brilliant objects 
hold an attraction for him: 
Our house was lit by oil lamps {not enough of 
them) and so was full of shadows. And in general 
the daily routine was monotonous. · .. These 
circumstances between them must have supplied me 
16 MacNeice explains in Orpheus that in this poem the 
sirens are really foghorns. 
17 From Poems (1935), Collected Poems, P· 83. 
with many images of fear, anxiety, loneliness 
or monotony (to be used very often quite out 
of a personal context). They may also explain 
by reaction -- what I now think an excessive 
preoccupation in my earlier verse with things 
dazzling, high-coloured, quick-moving, hedonistic, 
or up-to-date.l8 
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One of his best-known poems, "The Sunlight on the Garden," 
comes immediately to mind as an example of bright images 
used metaphoricallyj but an earlier one, "Morning Sun,u 
from the 1935 volume Poems, is more characteristic of his 
use of sunshine in the early poetry. It is also a good 
example of the preciseness of the observation with which 
MacNeice sees, especially observation of color and form: 
Yellow sun comes white off the wet street but bright 
Chromium yellows in the gay sun's light, 
Filleted sun streaks the purple mist, 
Everything is kissed and reticulated with sun 
Scooped-up and cupped in the open fronts of shops 
And bouncing on the traffic that never stops.l9 
His attempt to find the exact shade of yellow 
chromium yellow -- and his references to "filleted sun" 
and upurple mist 11 are characteristic of a preoccupation 
with color and form that is one of the qualities. of 
MacNeice 1s poetry, and that distinguish it from the poetry 
of Auden, Spender, Day Lewis and the other writers of 
18 
"Experience with Images,. 11 p. 129. 
19 Collected Poems, p. 82. 
his generation. 20 The details of "Morning Sun," however, 
are what MacNeice would call properties since they are 
sense impressions and not metaphors. In "Sunlight on 
the Garden" the sunshine is metaphorical, representing 
the brightness of the perfect moment in the present: 
The sunlight on the garden 
Hardens and grows cold, 
We cannot cage the minute 
Within its nets of gold ..• 
Much of MacNeice 1 s imagery is drawn from the world 
of' nature, as was the sunlight in "Morning Sun't and 
"Sunlight on the Garden," and as are the images of the sea 
found throughout his poetry. Besides the sea and the 
sunshine, the most commonly recurrent image drawn from 
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20 lYiacNeice 1 s "Spanish Notebook" in the UniversitY. of 
Buffalo 1s Lockwood Library (written in 1938) has its pages 
crammed from edge to edge with brief, kaleidoscopic jottings 
of such observations. He notices the olive trees on the 
ro~d to Granada and the 11 jagged mountains,n recording 
the unusual patterns made by the young olives when.wet. 
He notices the gay earrings and the black and yellow 
dresses of the girls. He observes shades of ndeep mauve, 
shadowed with flecks of emerald, red and white and light 
green. 11 In the notes from Iceland he observes 11 dark 
amethyst blue constellations against a glacier." (There 
are two notebooks of MacNeice 1s in the Lockwood Library. 
One contains travel notes from Spain and Iceland. The 
other, a small, pocket-sized, spiral-bound notebook, 
has several poems in complete and incomplete form written 
during the trip to Iceland. Some of them were published 
in Letters from Iceland; all have been published in some 
volume of his verse.) 
the world of nature is the rain. Rain is a property of 
poems like "Glass Falling 11 (1929): 
It will be warm with frequent showers. 
We ramble down the showery hours 
And amble up and down the day. 
Mary will wear her black goloshes 
And splash the puddles on the town; 
And soon on fleets of macintoshes 
The rain is coming down. 
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In "June Thunder" (1938), the rain is a metaphor suggesting 
release from tension as it comes down 11 like a dropscene." 
Now there comes the catharsis, the cleansing downpour 
Breaking the blossoms of our overdated fancies 
Our old sentimentality ano whimsicality 
Loves of the morning. 
The same feeling about rain is expressed in "Precursorstt 
(1944), one of MacNeice 1s most frequently anthologized 
poems. The rain in this poem symbolizes gusto and vitality 
in contrast not only to the atmospheric condition immediately 
preceding a storm, but also to the human condition in the 
modern world: 
But all is flat, matt, mute, unlivened, unexpectant, 
And none but insects dare to sing or pirouette; 
That Man is a dancer is an anachronism --
Who has forgotten his steps or hardly learnt them yet. 
MacNeice's interests were varied and so were the 
sources of his images. In "Experience with Images," when 
he was discussing the imagery he found looking back at 
his early poetry~ particularly at the poems in Blind 
Fireworks, he commented on his use· of nmythological 
tags. 11 They were, he felt, u·sed in~f.feqtively: 
AS for mythology, I was only too happy in 
those days mixing up Greek, Biblical and Nordic; 
in one poem called "Twilight of the Gods 11 a 
factory chimney 'skewering consciousness out of 
mental distance' is equated first with a totem 
pole throwing shadows across Enna, the meadow 
where Persephone was raped, and then with the 
tree 1Yggdrasil 1 , famous in Norse legend; around 
this dead gods go dancing while Pythagoras 
(become a sort of cosmic timekeeper) plays 
tunes on an abacus until it breaks and the 
universe has to end -- beneath 1the snowflakes 
of Nirvana! •21 
This is the sort of imagery that MacNeice calls ''rqndom" 
and that he felt was a weakness of his early poetry. 
None of the images strengthens or e~riches the others. 
Each is an isolated attempt at a cerebral image that 
will create an effect that is isolated, not organically 
related to the total poem. Although it is not true that 
all the imagery of the early poetry can be called 11 random 11 
imagery in this sens~, yet MacNeice is recognizing a 
true condition of his poetry, both in the use of mythological 
tags and in the use of other kinds of images. 
21 
•tExperience with Images," p. 129. 
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This random use o£ images seems t6 be more noticeable 
in poems dealing with tne buildings, transportation, 
. 
communication, commercial products, and advertising devices 
o~ the urban civilization he knew. Like the other poets 
of his generation, he sought an escape £rom the "prettiness" 
of the Georgian imagery, and he sought to express contemporary 
life by-including in his poetry images that bad hitherto 
been considered unpoetic: factory chimneys, car horns, 
airplanes; telephone wires, machine guns, the cinema, 
escalators,22 and scrap iron are all a part o£ the properties 
or the images of his early poetry. 
The result of the changing themes of his poems and 
the altering of his attitudes toward time was a shift 
away from the kinds of properties and images that rose 
out of urban civilization. This change takes place 
after Autumn Journal and was undoubtedly caused by his 
rejection of the momentary sensations as a prQper subject 
for poetry and his increasing interest in poetry that 
would express more permanent values. Unless factory 
22 Although this kind of imagery grows less frequent in 
MacNeice 1 s poetry a£ter Autumn Journal, the escalator image 
recurs in the later poetry. It seems to have suggested £or 
him all the synthetic qualities of city life. 
chimneys coultl be established as having some transcendent 
importance~ similar to that of tQe colors and forms of 
paintingsi they could have'no important part of a poetry 
that was searching for universal patterns in life rather 
than disconnected events. The images used in poetry that 
sought to express a synthesis or a correlation~ that would 
be related to the timeless ana the universal~ would more 
effectively be drawn from an area that is less temporary 
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than the mechanical or manufactured objects of modern life. 
For this reason~ more of the imagery in MacNeice's 
poetry in the nineteen-fifties is drawn from the literature-
of the past ages, from the Bible~ or from the world of art • 
... 
Also for this reason~ the dominating images that~persist 
th~oughout MacNeice's poetry are images of the sea, which 
are rich in connotation, and which have a timeless quality 
that an image like a telephone wire lacks. 
III. Function of the Images within the Poetic Structure 
A major difference in the poetry of MacNeice in the 
years before World War II, in the war years~ and in the 
years since the close of the war is a difference in 
imagery, and especially in the ways the imagery functions. 
Imagery in his early poetry (more frequently the pre-war 
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po~try contains properties) was an expression of his 
concern with the ephemeral things of life, of "the moment 
cradled like a brandy glass." One of' the major character-
istics of the poetry of this period was the wealth of vivid 
imagery selected, apparently, largely because of the 
delight he felt in the manifold world of the senses. The 
images are frequently brilliant, they are often confusingly 
numeroug, but they are not always organic. Speaking of 
Blind Fireworks, MacNeice observed: 
The images are rarely structuralj they are 
too often not merely decoration (which is 
not necessarily bad) but random decoration. 23 
MacNeice is suggesting three different ways of using 
images in this quotation,:' as decoration that has no 
purpose except in connection with an isolated part of 
the poem and that is not chosen for any reason except 
its own decorative quality, as decoration that has some 
purpose beyond its momentary effect, and as a forming 
element in the poem's structure. Random images, in 
addition, come from many disparate sources, with no attempt 
being made by the poet to relate the images or the sources 
of the imagery to one another. 
23 11Experience with Images, 11 p. 130. 
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Even as late as the 1935 volume of poems MacNeice 1s 
use of random imagery can be illustrated. The poem 
"Birmingham" has for its purpose a portrayal of the ugly 
urban civilization. Its effect is created by a series 
of sights and sounds that each contributesseparately 
to the total idea of the city 1 s harshness anq lack of 
beauty, and by descriptions of the people who reflect 
the city's ugliness by their own lack of values. These 
sights and sounds are almost all described through 
metaphors, but just as each individual sense impression 
is not related to any other in the poem, so the metaphors 
are unrelated. The poem ends: 
On shining lines the trams like vast sarcophagi move 
Into the sky, plum after sunset, merging to duck 1s 
egg, barred with mauve, 
Zeppelin clouds, and Pentecost-like the cars• 
headlight"s bud 
Out from the sideroads and the traffic signals, creme-
de-menthe or bull 1s blood 
Tell one to stop, the engine gently breathing, or to 
go on. 
To where like black pipes of organs in the frayed 
and fading zone 
Of the West the factory chimneys on sullen 'sentry will 
all night wait 
To call, in the harsh morning, "sleep-stupid faces 
through the daily gate. 
In one stan~a he has gathered images from museums {sarcophagi), 
nature (duck's egg and bull 1s blood), zeppelins, the 
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Biblical ref~rence of Pentecost~ organs from cathedrals, 
sentries from an army, each one of which contains an 
interesting and sometimes vivid metaphor, but each one of 
which is unrelated to any other. The images that come from 
the Bible, from the cathedral, from nature, that might 
be used ironically in a context of harsh modern life, 
' do not seem to lbe intended ironically at all. They are 
merely selected as disconnected metaphors. The sources 
of the metaphors do not contribute to the effect they 
create. In Autumn Journal or later MacNeice might have 
) 
used a reference to Pentecost as an ironic commentary on 
the spiritual deadness of the modern world. But although 
he is here creating a picture of a.world lacking any 
spiritual values, the metaphor seems to be intended only 
to suggest the shape and brightness of the carsf lights. 
The result of such a use of imagery is a poem that gives 
a memorable picture of a modern city, but that lacks the 
depth of meaning that a more structural use of imagery 
might have given it. 
By the time he wrote Modern Poetry MacNeice had become 
more concerned with the purposes for whic·h he used imagery. 
He discussed in that volume his experience: 
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I find that I use images myself (a) to clarify 
a picture, and (b) to express an idea with more 
concentration and more shock to the reader 
than it would have if stated baldly or explicitly. 24 
And he sta.tes that for these purposes he uses both cerebral 
and sensuous imagery. The images used in "Birmingham" 
are used for these two purposes. The need for using 
imagery for clarity and concentration is created largely 
by the fact that a poet must reawaken in his reader his 
ability to see things as though he is looking at them for 
the first time. MacNeice feels that the poet must make 
a special effort to reach the reader's senses, for: 
We also t~nd to lose our vivid reactions 
uo pictorial images. A phrase no longer 
automatically summons up a picture. This 
is partly because the phrase grows stale. 
When the words 1grass 1 and 'green' are 
comparatively new to us the phrase 'green 
grass' at once overwhelms us with greenness. 
You have to shake an adult to get a reaction 
out of him. Hence the constant endeavour of 
sophisticated poetry to surprise its readers.25 
The imagery in "Birmingham" and in much of the poetry 
written by MacNeice during the nineteen-thirties is explained 
by this quotation. His chief purpose seems to be to 
make each impression contained in the poem fresh and vivid; 
24 Modern Poetry, p. 111. 
25 Ibid., p. 36. 
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to "shake" the reader in order to produce a reaction. 
The idea of using a set of images that are related 
to one another seems not to have been a part 9f his 
use of imagery at this period. 
One method MacNeice uses to awaken the reactions of 
his readers is the use of the synesthetic image combining 
.two or more senses. So he writes that uThe fire flames with 
a bubbling sound" ( 11Snown); "As chestnut candles turn to 
. . 
conkers, so we/ Knock our brains together extravagantly 11 
("The Individualist Speaks")j "But listen, up the road 
something gulps, the church spire/ Opens its eight bells 
out, skulls' mouthsrr ( 11Sunday Morning"); and "Clouds like 
falling masonry and lightning's lavish annunciation" 
('rJune Thunder") are only a few examples selected at random 
from what is a persistent characteristic of his writing·. 
Another way of making an impact upon the reader's mind 
i§ with the startling image. So in Autumn Journal he 
writes:· 
And the train's rhythm becomes the ad nauseum repetition 
Of every tired aubade and maudlin madrigal, 
The faded airs of sexual attraction 
Wandering like dead leaves along a warehouse wall. 
and he describes the people back from the holidays: 
Whose memories are stamped with specks of sunshine 
Like faded fleurs de .lys. 
or he describes the imminence of war: 
• . • the bloody frontier 
Converges on our beds 
Like jungle beaters closing in on their destined 
Trophy of pelts and heads. 
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The change in imagery that takes place in Autumn Journal 
is a change in the direction of an increased use of the image 
as a symbol. Each part of that long rhetorical poem is 
built around a central symbol, which becomes the means of 
making the abstract thought concrete and live. Section XII, 
for example, has imagery drawn from Roman history, but 
the section is about the days of the Munich crisis. 
11We who are about to die salute you" is related to both 
ages in this manner. Section XVI uses imagery from 
Irish history and folklore, section XX is organized 
around references to the world of art. Section VII, 
concerned with the preparations for war: 
The autopsy of treaties, dynamite under the bridges, 
The end of laissez faire •.• 
. pictures the felling of the trees outside the window of 
his London home; and the trees become symbolic of the 
destruction of a way of life, so that the images of the 
falling trees suggest ·the doWnfall of· an age: 
They are cutting down the trees on Primrose Hill. 
The wood is white like the roast flesh of chicken, 
Each tree falling like a closing fan. 
In Section XII in which the general atmosphere of pre-
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war tension is presented through images of 11 Roman weather" 
and Roman spectacles, he writes: 
We must do as the Romans do, cry ·out together 
For bread and circuses; put on your togas now 
For this is Roman weather. 
Circuses of death and from the topmost tiers 
A cataract of goggling, roaring faces; 
On the arena sand 
Those who are about to die try out their paces. 
The comparison of his own times to the decadent days of 
the Roman empire plaqes an evaluation upon the pre-war 
distortion of values, and Rome becomes a symbol of public 
brutality. In the same way, in Section XIII of the poem, 
Greece becomes symbolic of a belief in permanent and 
unchanging truths, in universals which MacNeice cannot find 
in his own world. Compare the use of images drawn from 
Roman and Greek civilization in Autumn Journal with the 
use of the images drawn from Egyptian civilization in 
"Birmingham" and the changes in MacNeicets use of images 
is clear. In "Birmingham" the source of the image and the 
connotative ideas surrounding it are of little importance; 
in Autumn Journal they are all-important. 
166 
The ability, first observable to any degree in 
Autumn Journal, of combining concrete images and abstract 
statements becomes more and more characteristic of 
MacNeice•s poetry in the nineteen-forties and nineteen-
fifties. Added to this characteristic is his growing use 
of 11 sets 11 of images, not random ones as in the early poetry 
when images were used to illustrate individual parts in 
the poems and remained unrelated, but images that are 
each velated to one central theme and that take on a 
relationship to each other as the development of theme 
and image progresses in the poem. MacNeice comments on 
this technique, saying that he likes to use 11a set of 
basic images which crossfade into each other 11 and 11 which 
have a quasi-musical interlocking of images with 
variations on contrasted themes.tt 26 Several new ideas 
are implied in this statement: the film and radio term 
crossfade suggests that MacNeice is being influenced by 
the techniques he was using in his radio work; a 
deliberate use of images to create "resonance" is implied; 
and there is a frank statement of his use of musical 
organizations in his poetry. 
26 
"Experience with Images," p. 131. 
' The most successful application of these theories 
is found, I believe, in Ten Burnt Offerings, in which 
any one of-:the:ten long poems would serve as illustration. 
The set of basic images in "Areopagus,n for example, is 
drawn from classical and Biblical sources: the Mars Hill 
speech of St. Paul, the Furies of the ancient mythologies, 
and the resurrection of Christ. At first the sources are 
kept separate (part I deals entirely with St. Paul, the 
first stanza of part II deals with the Furies); gradually, 
however, the images change more rapidly, and by the end 
of part II each image has at least a double reference. 
In addition, the images that are the themes of the poem 
are described metaphorically by images that suggest 
value judgments about the themes and that also become 
intertwined. 
The first part of the poem opens with images of 
hardness: stone, rock, iron, gravestone, limestone, and 
finally diamonds are metaphors.. The firmness of the 
imagery is related to the character of Paul: 
The saint on the run had a sword in his mouth 
And his feet on the rock were rock; 
Iron faith in the city of irony. 
As it were scaled had dropped in Damascus. 
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The pounding and cutting quality of Paul's speech and of 
Paul's message is suggested by these metaphors, and the 
. ' 
result of the speech is expressed through one of the 
images: 11Diamond cut diamond. Something new. 11 
Images of hissing, of noise, of snakes are introduced 
with the subject of the Furies. Instead of the static rock, 
motion and sound combine to create the feeling of horror 
in reaction to the Furies. The imagery suggests a more 
primeval world, and a more violent one: 
The child-eyed Fury tossing her shock of snakes 
Careering over the Parthenon's ruined play-pen. 
But the distinction between the two basic metaphors is 
gradually lessened until the images fuse: 
So the words of Paul were swamped in rock 
To hiss like the snakes, that hissed in their sleep 
On the heads of the sleepers. 
Just as the metaphorical diamond of St. Paul's speech cut 
through ideas of the ancient world and created something 
new, so also the imagery of rock and snake, of apostle and 
Fury, gradually merges into imagery of flourishing growth, 
of corn and flowers and honey and wine, and what has 
started out as a kind of thesis and antithesis becomes 
synthesized to enrich the concluding_lines of the poem in 
which the fears suggested by the earlier metaphors are 
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turned into hope, the Furies serve as a means of "ripening 
the corn" and Paul "adjourns his day of doom." The 
variations on contrasted themes end, characteristically, 
with a reconciliation which is partially suggested by the 
imagery and partially by the musical, lyrical quality 
of the concluding lines: 
Venerable ripeners of crop and flock, 
Smiling on yeoman and bride, warding off blight and shock, 
They made their haven for good beneath this judicial, 
this grim, rock. 
Could we too lead our Furies to their shrine? 
Forget them sprung from blood, remember them divine? 
Nurses of fear and hope, come taste our honey, taste 
our wine! 
Visitations uses the same technique of combining 
sets of images, but in this volume the images are used 
with greater concentration. They have, in the process~ 
lost some of the complexity that the symbols contain in 
Ten Burnt Offerings; but they have gained in vigor. 
"Sailing Ordersn has two dominant images through which the 
ideas are expressed: the gangway being raised at the 
sailing of a ship and the curtain being raised ~pon a play. 
The two are treated together throughout the poem: nThe 
cutains and the gangways fall. . • tr and "Whip your sea 
white or flood your stage .•. " and again, 11 And stage 
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and quay retain their hands/ To raise our gangways, curtains, 
hopes." Not until the final word of the poem, hopes, 
is a literal statement of the theme of the poem made. The 
basic metaphors in the poem are not startlingly original. 
Many other writers have noted the analogy between the 
sailing of a ship and the beginning of an experience in 
life, or between life and the stage; but placing the two 
metaphors side by side makes each one richer'since each 
one becomes both a concrete expression of the abstract 
idea and a commentary upon the other images. 
MacNeice has become increasingly concerned with the 
functio~ of the image, and less concerned with the beauty 
or poetic quality o~ the image. Writing i~ Orpheus, he 
recognized this fact ·about his later poetry: 
To my present taste this sort of economy 
The twist of an ordinary phrasej the apparently 
fla~ statement with a double meaning -- is far 
more exciting than the romantic elaboration of 
glamour images.27 
Thanks to "luck or T. S. Eliot," there is, MacNeice feels, 
11a good deal more allowance ~or human multiplicityn28 in 
27 
28 
"Experience with Images, 11 p. 13F· 
Ibid., p. 126. 
contemporary poetry than there has been in any poetry 
since the time of Shakespeare. MacNeice has responded 
enthusiastically to Eliot's encouragement of ttthe catholic 
receptivity" that had been lost with the passing of the 
Elizabethan world. His alertness to the diverse elements 
in the world around him has produced poetry rich in 
imagery that includes brightness of colors and ~lowers and 
sunshine, the world of business and the world o~ erudition 
and literature, trains and nightmares, and (in "Jigsaws" 
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for example) images of radios and television, canned food, 
sewers, plastics, and operations. Far from agreeing with 
c. Day Lewis that the proliferation of nwild ;incoherent 
imagery" is a sign of a collapsing social· order, 29 MacNeice 
sees it as the natural expression o~ a pluralistic universe. 
What the poet must do, and what he himself has learned to 
do since the days of poems like "Birmingham", is to ~ind a 
pattern within which the multiplicity of imagery can be 
organized. 
I~ C. Day Lewis 1s distinction between the romantic 
and the classical image-seeking faculty is accepted, 
29 Poetic Image (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1947), p. 108. 
one must conclude that MacNeice's changing handling of 
imagery has moved from the romantic to the classical.3° 
The change is· expressed best in a short dedicatory 
poem in the 1944 volume Springboard: 
Because the velvet- image_, 
Because the lilting measure, 
No more convey my meaning 
I am compelled to use 
Such words as disabuse 
My mind of casual pleasure 
And turn it towards a centre 
A zone which others ,,too 
And you 
May choose to enter. 
Such a turning toward a central, unifying theme can be 
seen in his rhythms, his rhyme patterns, his choice'of 
themes, and perhaps most of all in his imagery,, so that 
every aspect of the poetry becomes an integral part of 
the totality of the poem 1s meaning. 
30 "With the Romantic poet, the image-seeking fact,llty 
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is unleashed and wanders at large, whereas with the classiGal 
it is tethered to a thought, a meaning, a poetic purpose 
already clarified, and its radius of action is thus far 
limited.u Poetic Image, p. 59. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
The Structural "Tightening Up" 
With the increased complexity of thought in MacNeice 1 s 
poetry of the nineteen-forties and nineteen-fifties, and 
with the growing philosophical concern expressed in that 
poetry, comes a change in the structure and an attempt 
to find new forms to reflect the changed ideas. In 1949, 
writing in Orpheus, he stated that he bad tired, after 
The Earth Compels, of recording sense impressions, and 
after Autumn Journal, had tired of journalism. Instead 
he had been "attempting a stricter kind of drama which . 
largely depends upon structure."1 He goes on to discuss 
the types of structure he desires to use. One of these 
is the result of his attempt to oppose contradictory 
iaeas. He states that he uses a dialectical structure; 2 
and the Hegelian movement of thought from thesis to 
antithesis and synthesis produces the unifying structure 
in some of his recent poetry. A second kind of dramatic 
.structure he also describes: 
1 
2 
"Experience with Images," p. 130. 
Ibid., p. 133. 
The sort. of poem I am now trying to write is 
all of a piece. For instance "Hands and Eyes" has 
a dramatic structure of thr~e acts, in each act ... 
a cryptographic tangle of close-up details and 
then a drawing back, a generalisation. This poem 
is made up of images, but the point of each 
image lies in the images around it.3 · 
This contrast of concrete images. and generalizations is 
found frequently in the last two volumes of his verse. 
A third type of dramatic· contrast used to create a 
structural pattern in the late poetry is the musical 
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contrast of slow movement and quick movement, or variations 
in the qualities of rhythm, diction and thought. A set 
of basic images is introduced as a part of the theme and 
the structure of a poem; then they are developed in various 
ways, perhaps with a harsh s'election. of words and a 
ragged rhythmical pattern in one section, followed by 
a slow-moving, m~sical development that employs the same 
images but emphasizes different qualities·of the context 
of thought surrounding the images. The images and the 
rhythms and themes of such poems are handled in the way 
a composer would handle musical themes and rhythmical 
patterns in a long musical compC?si tion in which·, themes 
and rhythms vary within fast and slow movements. In Orpheus 
3 
"Experience with Images," p. 132. 
MacNeice pointed out that he had already experimented 
with poetic structure that imitates musical patterns in 
"Slow Movement 11 ( 1948). 4 
In his structural tightening-up} MacNeice sometimes 
uses one of these structures as the pattern for a poemJ 
and sometimes uses a combination of two of them. In 
Ten Burnt Offerings} for exampleJ each of the poems has 
a musical organization. Several of them also contain 
dialectical structures} and several alternate sections of 
concrete sensations and abstract statements. I would 
like to show how MacNeice accomplishes the changes he 
attempts in his later poetry by taking a poem representing 
each type of structure} and discussing its themes,- its 
rhythmical patternsJ and its imagery in relation to its 
overall structure. While the poems I have chosen are 
conspicuous examples of his three structurai patternsJ 
most of the poems in his last three volumes (especially 
Ten Burnt Offerings and Visitat~ons) reflect at least 
one of the three. 
4 
"Experience .with ImagesJ" p. 131. 
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I. Dialectical Structure 
"Donegal Triptych" from Visitations (1957) provides 
an excellent 3 though somewhat complicated 3 example of 
MacNeice's dialectical structures, for the three parts of 
the poem taken as a whole express an idea, its antithesis3 
and a resolution; and within each part there is also such 
a structural pattern. The overall theme of the poem is 
the wprking of time upon the individual who is conscious 
of the paradoxical evanescence and recurrence of experience. 
The three parts of the poem explore·various attitudes 
toward the problem of time 3 and also contrast ahd harmonize 
psychological and chronological time. 
Part I begins with the idea that all life is a departure 
that implies a return. In opposition to this is the second 
theme of that part of the poem: although there is always 
a return of sorts, it is not a return to what was left. 
The two ideas are harmonized by the conclusion that the 
external world has not really. changed; the change is in 
the individual whose experience changes his view of both 
internal and external worlds 3 so that the "youth and poetry1' 
of life have departed not from the external world but from 
the poet's view of the world. Subjective man lives in a 
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world that cannot be separated from his own perceptions. 
His world is created in his own consciousness; consciousness 
exists in time, and thus the world of consc.iousness is 
subject to change. The subjective view of the world, then, 
nskewers the heart.n 
The first theme of Part II expresses the timelessness 
of nature: 
Forgotten words in wa~ts of mist 
Come home to roost, forgotten silence 
Will drown your logic fathoms deep, 
For age means change and change renewal, 
And herds of immemorial sheep 
Will find new gaps to break through always. 
Nature is timeless because it is constantly renewed,5 
and man is a part of nature and thus shares in that 
regeneration. But the subjective attitude of man cannot 
achieve such a liberation from time, unless he relates 
himself not only to the nature about him, but also·to the 
life that h~s preceded and that will follow him. He must 
be aware of "our fathers, dying proud,u and he must relate 
his own life and 'death to the continual recurring life and 
death of the natural world and see the similarity in his 
5 The theme is reminiscent of Hopkins 1s statement 
that "There lives the dearest freshness deep down things.n 
See Chapter Three, pages 60-64for a discussion of Hopkins's 
influence on MacNeice. 
existence and the existence of all crea t.ures. nTherefore," 
says the poem, reaching the conclusion of this sec.ond 
section: 
Therefore salute to our own selves, 
To our brother the Ass, our sister Water., 
And the seal that broods on bookless shelves 
Who knows no answer, asks no question .• 
The objective view of life is an untroubled view, for 
looking at all of life that is external to man, it sees 
the constant process of renewal and is content to be a 
part of the process. 
Part III provides the synthesis of the subjective 
view of the world and the objective view of life in Parts 
I and II. Both views contain truth; yet they are contra-
dictory. Man, himself, must be the harmonizing agent, as 
he sees the fleeting quality of time as he lives in the 
present; and h~ving reached this conclusion, the final 
paradox is revealed. For it is the subjective view of 
life in which man, seeing the recurrence of life and the . 
significance of the past, finds peace: 
It is good to pause on the turn, look back on the 
glittering silent spiral 
Of time in a timeless moment where the nether blue 
meets the upper blue. 
Subjective experience~ apparently the painful view of 
life~ reveals the pattern of the past and the present and 
makes possible an entrance into a timeless world. The 
objective view of life, always a part of the present~ 
confronts man with questions: 
For now the music will start once more~ the trout 
st~eam chirp and gurgle~ 
Stiff reeds and soft leaves whisper~ sea-gulls cry, 
And in black bog-cuttings lambs call t,o their 
black-faced mothers, 
And on black wet roads a mouth-organ starts once 
more with its Why? Why? 
179 
But that he can view life about :him with an objective v-iew 
and that he can contemplate himself and his existence 
makes him able to feel the communion of the whole world of 
man whose predicament he shares and the whole world of 
nature of which he is a part. 
The imagery in Parts I and II of the poem emphasizes 
the opposition of the themes. Part I refers to things that 
are harsh and difficult; it opens with images of age: 
"Broken collard, rusted hawser. 11 The next word 11age-old" 
adds to the. impression. This is tfbackward time~" and 
it is associated with decay and regression. Throughout 
the poem the sea serves as a symbol; the bollard and the 
hawser are related to a departure by ship.. This departure 
means there will be a returning, since clocks and time 
follow circular patterns: 
But arrival? Go your furthest, 
The ~use unpacks herself in prose; 
Once arrived, the clocks disclose 
That each arrival means returning. 
By the end of the second stanza the dominant images have 
all been gathered: the sea, the decay of time, the Muse 
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'that creates poetry in youth but prose in age, the circle 
of the clock and of time. 
Stanza three, however, introduces the conflicting ide~ 
and with it tpe new image of time as a spiral. There is 
no real returning: 
Returning where? To speak of cycles 
Rings as false as moving straight 
Since the gimlet of our fate 
Makes all life, all love, a spiral. 
The world of nature includes more than the sea, 
although the ocean remains as the symbol of the effects of 
time. The concrete lands-cape from childhood that has 
become the poet's -once again in adult life by his own 
' 
"collusion 11 is apparently unchanged. Only the sea suggests 
the constant working of time: 
While the sea still counts her sevens 
And the wind still spreads his white 
Muslin over the stnand, and night 
Closes down as dense as ever. 
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Something ominous is implied by the sea. 
The spiral, related to the image of the screw turned 
by Fate, drives man 11 further off. Or is it-deeper in?" 
Becoming aware of the effects of time, man finds that not 
only have youth and poetry departed, but also serenity, 
leaving behind a painful awareness of the human predicament: 
Surface takes a glossier polish, 
Depth a richer gloom. And steel 
Skewers the heart. Four fingers feel 
The height. of the sky, the ocean bottom. 
The thread (the thread of poetry, but also the thread 
of life, the silver cord) is broken, the phoenix is fled. 
There is no renewal of this life, only an inevitable 
ending not of the world, but of the poet 1 s view of the 
world. The subjective attitude of man has been presented. 
Part II has as its dominant image, in c·omparison to 
the hardness of bollard, hawser, steel, and the "cold 
voice that chops_," the sky with its soft clouds_, 11wafts 
of mist 11 and blue smoke. The clouds are constantly being 
formed, dispersed, and reformed. And these clouds suggest 
sheep.and the timeless quality of the naturai world: 
For age means change and change renewal, 
And herds of immemorial sheep 
Will find new gaps to break through al~ays 
While high in the west one wool-white cloud 
Marks yet a thornier gap and greater 
Through which our fathers, dying proud, 
Broke out like rams ••• 
Both sheep and clouds are symbolic of the deaths of thase 
who preceded us. The image of the spiral is repeated in 
this part of the poem, but applied not to time as it 
affects the subjective view of the world, but to the 
succession of generations, each of which must approximate 
the life and death of those that were earlier: 
Like pyres from which blue smoke was caught 
In upward spirals, carefree o~en 
For our own selves whose life-size thought 
Of death must spiral westward, upward. 
The imagery then shifts away from the individual to 
the world of nature that exists objectively and does not 
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question nor provide answer to questions, to the seal, for 
example, 
. that broods on bookless shelves 
Who knows no answer,, asks no questions. 
or to 'the Knave of Storms, 
1fuo wolfs the stars and gulps the Atlantic~ 
Who cares not a wreck for means and norms 
But winnows nerve and brain to spindrift. 
The two parts of the poem have stated the opposing 
attitudes toward life and toward time: the attitude of the 
analytical, self-questioning man, who is aware of his 
existential condition and whose probing of experience 
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brings solitude and pain; and the attitude of the 
natural man who is part of the timeless birth and death 
of nature and is content to merge with nature .in its 
constant renewal. 
Part III of the poem attempts to reconcile the two 
views of life. In doing so it combines the themes and 
imagery established in the first two parts of the poem. 
Recognizing both the evanescent and the recurrent truths 
about life, it recognizes also that the function of Fate 
is paradoxical, both 11 frustrating and fulfilling." The 
images·of frustration (related to the sea) and of fulfill-
ment (the sky) are combined: 
It is good to pause. on the tur.n, to look ba~k on 
the glittering silent spiral 
Of time in a timeless moment where the nether 
blu~ meets the upper blue. 
Fate, the turn of the screw, the spiral of time, and the 
sea and the sky are all a part of the backward view that 
recognizes the constant quality of life. 
In contrast, the life of the present returns, with 
its streams and birds and lambs and with its questions. 
The questions remind the reader of the seal in Part II 
that 11 knows no answer, asks no questions"; the synthesis 
includes both the need to ask and the serenity that does 
not ask an answer: 
Which it is good to ask provided th.e question 
is sung, and provided 
We never expect an answer. Who could live 
If he knew it all in advance? 
Man provides the synthesis by being neither a creature 
of frustration nor an unthinking part of nature, but 
rather 
A halfway house between sky and sea, being 
of the water earthy, 
And drenched in echoes of our earlier lives. 
He is affected by •tthe steel that skewers the heart," 
but he finds each view of life· is necessary if be is tp 
a whole person: 
So now from this heathered and weathered perch I 
watch the grey waves pucker 
And feel the hand of the wind on my throat again 
Once more having entered the solitude once more 
to find communion 
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With other solitary beings) with the whole race of men. 
(The passage is an excellent example of MacNeice's habit 
of contrasting direct statement and allusive· detail.) The 
final part of the poem harmonizes in imagery as well as 
in theme the painful view of the analytical man and the 
unthinking view of the natural man; the images of sea, 
sky, time, the spiral, the concrete world of nature and 
the subjective awareness of the individual'? position as 
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apart from nature, 'the hard-sharpened steel and the "wafts 
of mist." The solution is that the two apparently 
contradictory attitudes toward life are really complementary. 
The rhythmical and sound patterns of t~e three parts 
of the poem contribute to the understanding of the conflict 
and the reconciliation. Parts I and II both contain 
tetrameter lines, but Part I has a trochaic pattern and 
Part II an 'iambic pattern. The lines of Part I are more 
abrupt in keeping with the harsh quality of the thought. 
The rhyme pattern in the two parts of the poem is also 
different. The first part with its emphasis on the passage 
of time and the agony of man's recognition of his mortality 
. . 
uses exact rhymes in lines two and three of each stanza. 
Lines one and four have only assonance (hawser, departure; 
furthest, returning; cycles, spiral, ·etc.). The final 
stanza ends with no rhyme at all, suggesting through the 
lack of an echoing sound at the end the situation of 
constant change and inability,.to return. In Part II lines 
one and three rhyme; lines two and four have no rhym~ 
at all. The effect of such a rhyming pattern is a greater 
ease and fluidity than in Part I where the com~ination 
of pararhymes in lines one and four and exact rhymes in 
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lines two and three creates an uneasiness. However~ 
like the first part of the poem, the second part ends 
with a final unrhymed line. 
Sound patterns in the first part differ from the second. 
In Part I they are harsh and choppy. The first stanza 
with its explosive and guttural· sounds establishes a tone 
.of difficulty and resistance: 
Broken bollard, rusted hawser~ 
Age-old reason for new rhyme~ 
Bring forward now their backward time: 
The glad sad poetry of depart·ure . . . 
Yet the cold voice chops and sniggers~ 
Prosing on, maintains the thread 
Is broken and the phoenix fled 
Youth and poetry departed. 
The "cold voicefl of the Muse {one of the symbols used 
throughout the poem) indicates that poetry iS impossible 
when the individual sees every experience as taking man 
away from his early spontaneous reaction to life. The 
harshness of the sounds reinforces the thought. 
In Part II the sound patterns are less nervous~ 
reflecting greater serenity of thought. Sounds are 
predominantly liquid consonants and continuants, and 
there are fewer explosive and harsh consonants~ 
Forgotten words in wafts of mist 
Come home to roost, forgotten silence 
Will drown your logic fathoms deep.6 
The rhythmical structure of Part III reflects the 
fact that the section contains a resolution. Tbe rhythm 
of the lines is easier, slower, less nervous, more 
lyrical: 
For now the music will start once more, the 
trout stream chirp and gurgle, 
Stiff reeds and soft leaves whisper, sea-gulls cry, 
And in black bog-cuttings lamps call to their 
black-faced mothers, 
And on black wet roads a mouth-organ start once 
more with its l~y? Why? 
Also adding to the feeling o~ resolution and solution 
suggested by Part III is the fact that the second and 
fourth lines -of each stanza contain an exact rhyme, so 
that the ear hears a return at the end to the remembered 
sound and comes to rest with a feeling of a conclusion 
held by the repetition 0~ sound. 
In the three parts of ·the poem, rhythm, rhyme, 
imagery, themes and structure are inter-related; and, 
in a sense, imagery and rhythm a~e in themselves the 
structure, containing the opposition ~f ideas and the 
final resolution. 
6 The echo of the words of Prospero in The Tempest 
{V, i, 54-57), relates the passage to themes-Q~ renewal 
and regeneration. 
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II. The Contrast of the Particular and the General 
In the struggl·e to "correlate event with instinct" 
and to provide a ·synthesis between intellectual analysis 
and direct experience, and in the attempt to reflect 
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both the struggle and the correlation dramatically, MacNeice 
has adopted a structure for his poetry in which the detailed 
impressions are placed in contrast with generalizations. 
Just as his dialectical structure was often based on the 
opposition of the subjective and objective kinds of knowledge, 
resulting in a reconciliation of the two, so the alternation 
of the concrete and the general is also a placing side by 
side of the objective particular perception and the subjective 
mind thinking about the particular. In such a structure 
there need by only two parts, rather than three as in the 
dialectical structure, because the reconciliation is 
implicit in the fact that the general idea is in truth 
another kind of statement saying the same thing as the 
concrete presentation of the idea, signifying the essential 
unity of subjective and objective thought. 
In Orpheus, MacNeice observes that he uses such a 
method to produce a poem that is ttall of. a piecett in the 
"Hands and Eyes" of Holes in the Sky. In the poetry 
published since the 1947 volume he has frequently 
followed the same dramatic organization. He p~ojects 
experience directly so that it may be ~pprehended with 
emotional and sensuous immediacy, and then presents the 
logical abstraction. Or he may occasionally reverse the 
order and present the idea, then make it immediate by 
giving it a concrete embodiment. But the pattern of the 
poem differs from the poetry of the nineteenth century 
that made a direct statement and then gave an illustration. 
In MacNeice's poetry, the concrete portions of the poem 
are not illustrations, they are images or symbols which 
would not by themselves lead the mind to the abstract 
thought. They must be placed with the generalization in 
order to take on their significance. In the romantic 
poetry, the reader might easily arrive at the thought 
which the poet also arrived at through the ~llustration; 
but without the generalization in MacNeice•s poems the 
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concrete sense impressions would have no unifying relationship. 
Two of the poems in the group titled "Visitations" 
are structured in such a way. Poem II 1 s five stanzas 
alternate the abstract and the concrete beginning with the 
abstract. The poem itself is on the theme of man's need to 
create a synthesis in an apparently incoherent world. 
The poem's meaning might be stated as follows: man 
synthesizes and makes timeless the paradoxical world in 
which he finds himself; he is the intuitive seeker who 
realizes truth which gives significance to all of life. 
The opening stanza makes an abstract, generalized 
statement about man: 
when the indefinable 
Moment apprises 
Man of Its presence 
Shorn of disguises 
Himself in his essence 
Combines and comprises 
The uncombinable. 
The perfect moment. that harmonizes paradoxes cannot be 
found as the result of a deliberate search. It presents 
itself; nor can it be described except in terms of 
itself. It can only be named. It is not only a moment 
of perfection that dissolves conflicts, it brings a 
wholeness to man within whom the moment exists. 
In the next stanza generic man becomes individual 
man experiencing concretely the abstract ideas of color, 
number and motion: 
With cabbage-whites·white 
And blue-sky blue 
And the world made one 
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Since two make two 
This moment only 
Yet eras through 
He walks in th.e sun 
No longer lonely. 
Just as the moment cannot be described but must be 
experienced in its own fullness, so the colors cannot be 
1 defined, only named. They suggest, however, the buoyancy 
of a brilliant summer's day, a suggestion increased by 
the last two lines in the stanza. The resolution of the 
paradox of time is presented by the contradictory phrases 
"this moment only" and "yet eras through." 
Having suggested the timelessness and the subjectifi-
cation of objectivity effected by the perfect moment, 
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MacNeice then makes an abstract statement about the difficulty, 
even the impossibility, of experiencing such a moment: 
When the unobtainable 
Seeming-disdaining 
Vision is captured, 
Beyond explaining, 
He can but enraptured, 
Accept this regaining 
The unregainable. 
Once again the paradox. The unobtainable can be obtained, 
but how it can or what it is when it is found cannot be 
stated. It is an intuitive experience transcending 
analysis and not subject to it; it can only be suggested 
by metaphors. And so the concrete images follow: 
With straws in the wind 
And stars in the head 
And the grail next door, 
Though the wind drop dead 
And the thresholded sentry 
Forbid -- let him tread 
By the light in his core~ 
He still finds entry. 
~e impossibility of grasping straws or stars or the grail 
is contradicted by the word entry found at the end of 
the stanza (significantly, man finds it by "the light in 
his core.") The prqgression from the familiar straw to the 
distant stars to the dream-like vision of the grail 
creates a gradual acceptance of the possibility of 
"regaining the unregainable." And the vi~ion of the grail 
reinforces the rapture with which the poet stated (in the 
preceding stanza) the vision is seen by man. 
The final stanza indicates the significance and value 
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that are imparted to all of life because of the timelessness 
and perfection of the vision. The stanza includes the 
clarity of the enameled summer day, the distance of the 
stars, the vision of the grail in its final poetic 
statement, and extends to all of life; its final generalization 
becomes so universal and timeless in its inclusiveness that 
no concrete detail could possibly follow without destroying 
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the sense of the relationship of the poem to all of life. 
Therefore the poem ends with the concluding generalization: 
When the undreamable 
Dream comes clearer 
And all things distant 
Newer and nearer 
All things existent 
Grow suddenly dearer 
Wholly redeemable. 
The means of achieving the kind of vision the poem 
talks about is, for MacNeice, poetry, which contains the 
answers to the riddle of life.7 In this poem rhythm and 
rhyme, diction and image all combine to produce the 
vision of the poem. Short lines (two accents only) and a 
rhyme pattern that places a rhyme at the end of each 
line give an epigrammatic quality to the stanzas of abstract 
thought. The last line of each of these stanzas rhymes 
with the first line (the rhyming pattern is abcbcba); the 
pattern makes the stanzas tightly self-contained and suggests 
the theme of a synthesis within the core of man. The 
~irst and last rhymes in each of the stanzas of generaliza-
tion are contained in words which state the paradox 
7 Collected Poems, p. lOo 
that the indefinable, the uncombinable, the unobtainable, 
the unregainable, and the undreamable are actually 
the "wholly redeemable." 
There is more necessity for strict form in a poem 
when the thought is abstract or difficult, MacNeice 
thought.8 So the stanzas in which there is concrete 
detail are more loosely constructed than the stanzas 
containing the generalizations. The rhyme pattern in the 
second and fourth stanzas is skillfully interwoven, but 
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no first and last line rhymes hold it together (the stanzas 
rhyme abcbdbcb). Words placed in rhyming position are 
simpler words '(white, blue·, ~' two, etc.); and the 
effect of the two stanzas of concrete detail is to relate 
the abstract statements to the ordinary experiences of 
life. 
The other poem in the group "Visitations," Poem VI, 
reverses the structure found in the poem just discussed. 
"Visitations VI" is also a five-stanza poem; but its 
first, last and middle stanzas contain the concrete 
details and the two alternating stanzas give a generalization 
8 
"We modern poets when esoteric will prop up our 
readers by palpable outward form," MacNeice said. "Poetry 
Today," The Arts Today, p. 66. 
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about the concrete impressions. Such an organization 
of the poem is appropriate, for the theme of the poem 
is poetry itself and the questions which it must answer. 
These questions, MacNeice believes, can only be answered 
by rhythm and images; so the emphasis in this poem is 
placed upon the stanzas which present the imagery. His 
view of poetry as a way to find answers to questions, a 
way to truth, contrasts with his earlier view which regarded 
poetry as a vehicle for images reflecting the multiplicity 
of life. In the dedicatory poem "To Hedli 11 in Collected 
Poems, he speaks of this earlier view: 
At one time I was content if things would image 
Themselves in their own dazzle ... 
and he compares it with his later feeling that poetry must 
grope for answers to questions: 
And all the poets I know, both younger and older, 
Condemned to silence unless they divine the answers 
Which our grim past has cached throughout our present 
And which are no more than groped for in this volume. 
So the poem about the Muse which asks questions that cannot 
be answered except in images, presents the concrete 
experiences as the dominant parts of the poem and presents 
them in patterns of regular meter with strong rhymes. 
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Each questionipg stanza asks whether the Muse is 
near or far. The first stanza is concerned not only about 
the distance from which the Muse speaks, but about the 
sounds through which it speaks: 
' 
The gull hundreds of miles below him --
Was it the Muse? 
The cloud thousands of miles above him --
Was it the Muse? 
The river intoning his saga over and over, 
The siren blaring her long farewell to Dover, 
The grasshopper snipping scissors in the clover 
Were they the Muse or no? 
The contrast of the largeness of the river and the smallness 
of the grasshopper, of the loudness of the siren and the 
quietness of the grasshopper's "snipping scissors" is 
related to "Visitations VII" in which the poet finds 
the Lord not in the whirlwind nor in the at·om, but in a 
small voice of affirmation. But in this poem no definit.e 
answer is given to the question. 'It is merely discussed; 
So those who carry this birthright and this burden 
Regardless of all else must always listen 
On the odd chance some fact or freak or phantom 
Might tell them what they want, might burst the cordon 
Which isolates them from their inmost vision. 
The problem of vision is his concern, as it was in 
"Visitations II," (and, in a .sense, both poems are dealing 
with the same .problem): but the general statement being 
made is about the poet's listening (to river or siren or 
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grasshopper)~ not knowing what might be the Word he hears 
and reveals~ but waiting for the cer~ainty that the voice 
he responds to is true. 
The next concretely presented perceptions are related 
to ideas about the rhythmical movement of time and its 
effect on man's life: 
The cradle thousands of years behind him --
Was it the Muse? 
The coffin a headstone's throw before him --
I's it the Muse? 
The clock that is ever impeding, ever abetting, 
The bed that is ever rem~mbering, ever forgetting, 
The sun ever rising and setting, unrising~ unsetting 
Are they the Muse or no? 
Does' the poet's truth exist in the beginnings of 
life and in the childhood of the past (perhaps in 
Freudian theories?) or in an awareness of death in the 
future, or in the physical experiences of the passing 
days?9 These experiences are· not only recurrent~ but they 
are paradoxical in that they seem to hold meanings and 
yet to be meaningless. The ~oet cannot know the answer 
to these questions, either; he can only wait for revela-
tion: 
9 Perhaps MacNeice is thinking o~ the subject matter 
of Auden~ Spender~ Day Lewis and himself here. Auden, 
in his early poetry, especially, was concerned with Freudian 
theories. All of the poets were aware of the "death wish" 
in their poetry; and MacNeice, of course, was particularly 
absorbed in the experiences of the passing moment. 
So those endowed with such a doom and heirloom 
When others can be carefree must be careful 
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(Though sometimes, when the rest are careful, carefree) 
Must wait for the unimmediately apparent 
And grasp the Immediate -- fairly or unfairly. 
The reflection about the questions restates in abstract 
terms the paradoxes present concretely in the preceding 
stanza. The search for the Muse is both doom and heirloom. 
The poet must simultaneously look ahead to the patterns 
he cannot see in the present and still "grasp the Immediate" 
--do, in other words, what the poem is demonstrating, 
experience the concrete world of the present but learn 
to correlate it with the universal world of the past 
and the future. And the last stanza returns to the 
concrete presentation of images to reconcile the objective 
world of the particular and the subjective world of 
contemplation about the concrete, to achieve a synthesis 
of past, present and future, and of the distant and the 
near. The concluding images of the python, the lion, 
and the dove are strongly reminiscent of the river (its 
long, snaky form embodied in the python), the siren (its 
noise now become the lion's roaring), and the grasshopper 
(its softness of sound paralleled by the gentleness of 
the grey dove.) 
The'world one millimetre beyond him--
Is it the Muse? 
The soul untold light years.inside him 
Is it the Muse? 
The python of the past with coils unending, 
The lion of the present roaring, rending, 
The grey dove of the future still descending 
Are they the Muse? Or no? 
What the poem has done is ask questions about the ideas 
that the former poem made .statements about: the synthesis 
produced in the timeless moment when all paradoxes are 
resolved and life suddenly acquires meaning and value. 
But it has added to these ideas the additional one that 
it is_ through the art of poetry that such a timeless 
moment is presented to man, or at least to the poet. 
Less complicated and usually shorter than the poems 
based upon a dialectical.structure, MacNeice's dramatic 
alternation of concrete and abstract, in these two poems 
and others, is made for the same reason as his more 
complex statement of thesis, antithesis and synthesis; 
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it is an attempt to correlate the subjective and objective 
worlds of man, the plurality of the present and the univer-
sality of the timeless, the sensitive recording of experience 
that made his early poems memorable and the thoughtful 
consideration of experience that the mature poet must seek. 
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III. Musical Structure 
Whereas the dialectical structure and the contrast 
of the particular and general in MacNeice's poetry were 
designed to present dramatically the opposition of ideas 
and contrasting attitudes toward life and to reconcile them, 
his use of structures analogous to musical compositions 
was designed to give dramatic expression to varied 
qualities of experience. The belief that a poem might be 
simiJ:ar to a musical st-ructure was in harmony with his 
belief that poetry should be directed to the ear rather 
than to the eye. Many of his poems with such a structure 
were read over the B.B.C. and were no doubt written with 
the idea of a public concert-like performance in mind. 
Six years before Holes in the Sky was published, 10 
T. s. Eliot concluded writing his Four Quartets, and in 
the same year he gave his now-famous lecture,"The Music 
of Poetry."11 In that lecture he stated: 
When we reach a point at which the poetic idiom 
can be stabilized, then a period of musical 
elaboration can follow. I think that a poet . 
can gain much from the study of music: how much 
technical knowledge of musical form is desirable 
10 "Slow Movement" in Holes in the Sky was apparently 
MacNeicess first experiment wit~musica1 structure. · 
11 
1942. 
Delive;ed at the University of Glasgow, February 24, 
Printed in the Partisan Review, November-December, 1942. 
I do not know ... But I believe that the 
properties in which music concerns the poet 
most nearly are the sense of rhythm and the 
sense of structure .... The use of recurrent 
themes is as natural to poetry as to music. 
There are possibilities for verse to bear 
some analogy to the development of a theme 
by different groups of instruments; there are 
possibilities of transitions in a poem 
comparable to the different movements of a 
symphony or a quartet; there are possibilities 
of contrapuntal arrangement of subject-matter. 
Although in a far different way from Eliot's Four 
Quartets, MacNeice applies these ideas in his Ten Burnt 
Offerings (1952) in which he uses all three of the kinds 
of musical development that Eliot had suggested were 
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possible: themes repeated with changing effect& and qualities, 
transitions to differe~t moveme~ts, and contrapuntal 
arrangements of ideas. Each of the long poems in the 
volume has four movements with contrasting tempi; the 
themes that unify each poem are handled with may variations 
suggesting the various qualities of musical instruments; 
and themes are interwoven and balanced and contrasted in 
a manner similar to the handling of themes in counter-
point. Any one of these ten poems might be used an an 
illustration of these facts, but the poem "The Island" 
presents the most interesting musical treatment. 
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The poem has a time-theme within which the four 
movements of the poem each represent the qualities o~ 
a particular time o~ day. The first movement pictures 
the awakening of life in the early morning. The quality 
of sound is bright but soft, and it gathers in volume 
from the quiet sound of "the distant cocks" in the first 
stanza to the "gush of water and gabble of Greek" in 
stanza three. Images of brightness begin with the "etching 
of silver on silence" and add to the image gold and brass 
as the morning sun rises and life·moves more rapidly. 
But the first stirrings of the morning are quiet and 
tentative: 
First the distant cocks. A hairfine 
Etching on silence, antiphonal silver, 
Far-flung nooses of glittering sound, 
A capstan chanty to launch the day, 
While the young though time-honoured Early Riser 
Fingers and proves her way. 
Surely MacNeice was thinking in terms of a musical setting 
to this stanza. The stanza moves softly and slowly, . 
although the brilliance and perfection of the day are 
clearly indicated; but also indicated, with the word 
nooses in line three, is the possibility of catastrophe. 
The contrast between the idyllic quality of the opening 
theme and the foreboding of the word nooses i~ like the 
statement of theme and counter-theme. These two 
themes recur throughout the poem. During the first 
three secti?ns,· or movements, of the poem, there is a 
gradual progression from idyllic beauty to an expression 
of despair and horror. The basic theme of the poem 
is appearance~· reality. It is the apparent richness 
of the island life that is first presented. Contrasting 
themes that are to be counterpointed throughout are 
sun and shadows, refreshing water and hot dryness, the 
imprisonment from which the daily return of the sun is 
only a reprieve and freedom, the legendary world of Homer 
and Icarus and the modern world of the delicatessen and 
lunchroom. Throughou~ the poem the reader is made 
constantly aware of the frame of sky and sea in which the 
island is placed, and gradually he becomes aware that 
sky and sea symbolize the eternal and timeless recurrence 
of life, the objective life of nature, and that the island 
is theo small space of time occupied by man. 
The first movement wakens the senses to the day. 
Quiet sounds of early morning fill the opening stanza. 
Phrases are short, with many pauses, suggesting the 
tentative quality of the early hours. The second stanza 
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of the movement records the sights of early morping: 
the donkey, the sun over the mountain, "freighted once 
more with reprieve." Then movement and sound and sight 
all combine in a rapid coming to life, allegro: 
Next and together a gush of water 
And gabble or Greek. The sluices are open, 
Each to his runnel, down from the mountain 
From thriftily hoarded dams of sleep, 
It flows as arranged; we are back to daylirght 
When men and plants drink deep. 
The freshness of the images of flowing water and bright 
unshadowed morning light are a part of the apparent world 
that will gradually be dominated by other themes. The 
movement of the rhythmical pattern is rapid, with short 
vowels and many anapests causing the lines to ·rush until 
the slowing down in the last line as a result of the 
three accented words at its close. 
The first statement of the counter theme (:a hint of 
it only was in the word nooses) is introduced in the 
next to the last stanza of the first movement with the 
sun that was first a part of the far, near, and true, 
now holding a m~nace as well as a promise: 
But then, as now, Sun was deceiver 
Who promised no more than he could give 
But than men could take, dangling before them 
Wealth, glory, freedom, life; 
When Icarus flew too high that freedom 
Lopped his wings like a knife. 
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And so the movement ends with the paradox that the day 
which held promise of brightness and glory actually 
gives man only a reprieve from his sentence of death, 
which reprieve, the poem goes on to suggest, is all that 
the wise man really seeks. The final stanza of the 
movement introduces the last of the images that recur 
throughout the poem like musical themes, the images of 
the smoke and the rocks: 
And he fell by this island. Where the woodsmoke 
Smelt as now, where the naked rocks 
Were as naked then, where labouring wisdom 
Then as now, ready to leave 
Things till tomorrow, asked of tomorrow 
No freedom, only reprieve. 
If the first movement presents the unshadowed 
brightness of the legendary island, though with a 
suggestion of l~ter themes, the second movement deals 
with the actual island of the ordinary today. Yet even 
in the present· reality is hard to find. The time of day 
is noon; there are short shadows. The rhythm of the 
movement is irregular, with a conversational tone. There 
is no rhyme and the metrical pattern is predominantly 
blank verse. It is primarily these facts that make the 
movement seem harsher and less smooth. There ~re, in 
addition, many short phrases, set off from the rest of 
the line by definitely emphasized pauses, creating a 
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choppy effect: 
. here, one might think, is a closed 
Circle, cave of Calypso. No horizon 
Beyond the sombre warmth of looseknit stones, beyond 
The warmth of daily greetings -- no horizon. 
The ending passages of the movement especially sound as 
thoughtthoughts were spasmodic and running down: 
. the swallowtail butterflies 
Fly, or seem to, backwards. Seem to. Backwards. 
The sluices were all closed hours ago; where the water 
Tumbled the rocks are dry, our shadows are sh·ort in the sut 
Painters would find. this innocent. If difficult. 
Its blue too blue. And giving nothing away. 
The tempo of the movement is slower. The sea and sky 
still dominate the im?gery: 
. . . Here in this mountain village 
Favoured with trees, bareness above and below it 
Suspended over a sea which melts in a sky suspended 
Over a little blue dome. which melts, which melts in upper 
And nether blueness ... 
The two opposing themes are then introduced. In appearance 
the melting of sea into sky creates a horizonless world, 
so that there seems to be nothing of life here except 
what is observable on the island. Yet in actuality, the 
horizon is there and this world includes other sights: 
• • . no horizon 
Did not these whitewashed rooms among win~-gourds 
goat-skins, ikons 
Include a letter or two with a foreign postmark 
From Cleveland, Detriot, diners and luncheonettes, 
From wholesale grocers, coffee jobbers, gobetweens, 
Who proved there was a horizon when they crossed it 
Yet still are sons and uncles. 
The idyllic world of the island is not real, then. The 
reality includes more than the beautiful day that was the 
subject of the first movement; and not all of the reality 
is pleasant. The melting sky that is reminiscent of 
Icarus and his tragedy has once again introduced an 
uncomfortable note. But the movement ends with images of 
fruitfulness and idyllic life: 
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The grey stones breathe in sky, a slim and silent girl 
Gathers salt from the sea-crags, green among 
green leaves 
Figs, kid-soft purses, bulge, on low stone roofs, 
Figs, grapes, tomatoes, dry in the sun. 
Yet we are reminded that although the swallowta~l butterfly 
may seem to fly backwards, time does not, and the noon-
time brings the beginning of dryness: 
1 
The sluices were all closed hours ago; whe,re the water 
Tumbled the rocks are dry. 
The third movement {afternoon) likewise contains 
two themes that are given contrasting treatment. In 
the long shadows of the afternoon there seem to be peace 
·and rest and fruitfulness. The section opens with very 
slow, sleepy lines. The ominous note still sounds, and this 
time it sounds insistently and immediately, for the 
. 
shadows are 11 tattered" and the noise of the cicadas is 
irritating. But the initial theme is of contentment and 
ripeness: 
Gorged on red, green, purP.le, tomatoes, peppers, 
aubergine, 
The visitor lies among tattered shadows, 
Under a ~alnut tree where a high sun shines through 
the smooth green 
Leaves so unlike the leaves of Athens, 
Those dusty rats' tails. An August siesta. Here, 
. he feels, is peace, 
The world is not after all a shambles. 
Like the shadows, the lines have lengthened. But although 
the opening theme of tbe movement suggests peace, and 
although the rhythms of the opening lines do also, 
beneath the peace lies a "jaunty cavalcade of des.p9-ir;" 
and the slumber of the afternoon siesta brings nightmare 
in which the rocks and streams and men of the· earlier 
movements now combine to create, accelerando, a feeling 
of terror, heightened by the rapid and breathless 
rhythms and the difficulty of the sound patterns: 
Dogs at his heels who turn into wolves, into men,. 
and each o~ the seems 
To be running in creaky shoes; before him 
Brood vast grey rocks, turtle-shape, cottage-loaf, 
rubble of dried-up streams. 
In the morning the plants drank deep, the noon brought 
dryness but green leaves, the afternoon brings dry leaves 
and dry ground and a recognition that this is, finally, 
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the reality: 
This is the world and this island -- a brown leaf 
· clanks from the green tree 
Dry on dry ground like a subpoena 
There is really no such thing as either freedom or 
I 
reprieve) there is only the certainty of the summons. 
The fourth movement is very slowJ with many long 
vowels lengthening the lines and the sound patterns) like 
the olive grove they describe) "muted velvet." The 
night brings both the diurnal movement and the .experience 
of man full circle. The final section is full of images 
of circles) "the circle in the crescent" of the new moonJ 
209 
the donkey's noise like "a worn discJ" the "round of dark" 
and "sun's wheel turning" in the night. 
The contrasting themes of the earlier sections of the 
poem are resolved in the release and vastness of the night: 
the opposition of sun and shadows is no longer present when 
there is all darkness; the dryness of the afternoon is 
forgotten as the water "puddles the powdery grooves)" 
making the world "feel young this evening) as this morning." 
The sights and sounds and movements of the day gradually 
ceaseJ fading away to the same quietness that was present 
' 
in the opening lines of the first movement. First the 
brightness of the sun's gold vanishes: 
. . . the sun is younger 
Having no dreams; like a self-made god 
Who mouths his mottoes, parades his gold 
He swaggers off with the facts untold, 
The name on his cheque still wet behind him. 
Then the sounds of the day are quieted: 
The water-talk ends; the scrawl on the sky' 
Smudges and fades, the upper and nether 
Darkness close, the night grinds small 
Gives nothing away. 
The noontime also gave nothing away; but the problem of 
finding the reality is not urgent in the ~ight when the 
recurrent pattern of life can be understood. The ending 
of the poem slows down, fading away to the soft sounds 
of the beginning, only now not the brightness of the 
I 
rising sun, but muted sound patterns end the music and 
the poem: 
Slow. As life is. One by one, 
Islands themselves, the stars move forward 
In echelon, in grave pursuit 
Of a routed, already returning sun 
Who seems to be falling bac·k, on the run. 
Seems to. Back. Yet marches forward. 
The round of dark has a _lip of light, 
The dams of sleep are large.with daybreak, 
Sleeping cocks are primed to crow . 
While blood may hear, in ear's despite, 
The sun's wheel turning in the night 
Which drowns and feeds, reproves and heartens. 
The poem, like its images, has come full circle with 
the promise of the cock's crowing and of the return of 
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the sun with a new day. 
The structure of "The Island" is largely a result 
of the image~ sound patternsJ and rhythmical variety 
that MacNeice has used as an expression of his poetic 
I 
thought. The themes recur in different parts of the poem 
in contexts and rhythms that give them varying qualitiesJ 
so that the reader is reminded of the way a phrase 
recurs with constant modifications in music. Tbe dramatic 
structure is a r?sult of the transitions and variations 
in the tempo and mood of the sections of the poemJ and 
the final resolution is notJ like that in the dialectical 
poetryJ a logical res0lution; it is a resolution effected 
by sound patterns that suggest peacefulness and that 
return to the familiar first statement. It is not the 
intellect that receives and holds the final synthesisJ 
it is the emotions reached through the earJ so that the 
reaction at the end of the poem is an almost physical 
feeling of rest. 
The desire to reach the reader through soupd patterns 
in this poem and the other poems of Ten Burnt Offerings 
may have been in part a result of MacNeice work for radio. 
Most of the poems of Ten Burnt Offerings were read on the 
B.B.C.; it is entirely possible they were written with 
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the idea of radio performance in mind. At any rate, 
they show the effects of MacNeice's years of woFk with 
radio drama in which the entire impact of the work had 
to be conveyed through the sound of words. The next 
chapter is concerned with the results of this work on 
MacNeice's poetry. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
Radio Dramas 
Because contemporary poetry tends toward introspection 
and the "single voice," MacNeice felt that drama, through 
which the poet "can do justice to the many diff~rent · 
1 people inside him~" was a fertile field. He recognized 
the potentialities in radio as a medium for botb poetry 
and drama and for both in one in poetic drama, and as early 
as 1938 he stated: 
Poets, however, should be encouraged to wri~e 
dramatic verse as they should be encouraged to 
write narrative verse or occasional verse. It 
is particularly likely that they may find a 
good medium in radio plays.2 
It is paradoxical, then, that he himself should have been 
prejudiced against radio work and shquld have resisted 
the idea of working for the B.B.C. In The Dark Tower 
he explains this prejudice: 
1 
2 
Before I joined the B.B.C. I was, like most of 
the intelligentsia, prejudiced not only against 
that institution, but against broadcasting in 
general; I rarely listened to anything except 
concerts and running commentaries on sports 
eventa. These latter, which gave me·a pleasure 
Modern Poetry, p. 193. 
Ibid . , p. 196. 
distinct from that which lies in seeing 
a game or race~ should have provided a hint 
of radio's possibilities; my prejudice~ however, 
prevented me from exploring the possible 
pleasures in wireless plays and features.3 
Canto IV of Autumn Sequel (1954) gives a poetic 
·I 
account of his decision to join ~he B.B.C. and of his 
belief in the value of the spoken word on radio: 
. . . What was in print 
Must take on breath and what was thought be said. 
In the end there was the Word, at first a glint~ 
Then an illumination overhead 
Where the high towers are lit. 
But aims too oftell languish and 
We hack and hack. 
Such was our aim 
instead 
He was convinced that he should join the B.B.C., he 
stat.es, partially by economic necessity, partially 
because he thought there was genuine opportunity for 
creative work in the field of radiq. "Harrap"5 discussing 
the idea of radio work, states that he thinks it is a 
fruitful area for poets, for it is, 
3 
'No more a mess than wasting wits and ink 
On scratching each other's back or possibly eyes 
Out or half out (no wonder they take to dr,ink; 
The Dark Tower and Other Radio Scripts (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1947), p. 11. 
4 Autumn Sequel, p. 28. 
5 "Harrap" is the pseudonym MacNeice uses for the 
friend who persuaded him to join the B.B.C. 
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We might have one by the way) but it could arise 
They found it is in fact
6
less messy; after all 
Homer like words aloud.' 
The second World War was another reason for his 
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accepting work with the B.B.C. Times of public danger are 
times for public oratory and objective chronicle rather 
than for private lyrical utterance.T The poet must feel 
the gulf between himself and the public mo~e acutely 
when he is himself a part of a nation at war and wishes to 
share in the national effort. . Through his radi·o work, 
MacNeice not only used his pen to participate in the daily 
struggle of wartime London, but in covering the· daily 
events of the war, he observed the courage of the ordinary 
man and woman who were, like himself, in constant hardship 
and danger during the air raids. From these experiences 
came most of the poems in the volume Springboar,d (1944) 
and a great deal of what MacNeice called "ephemeral work" 
which was connected with propaganda and.news coverage on 
the air. 8 But that there was time for something besides 
6 Autumn Sequel, pp. 29-30. 
7 The importance of radio as an expression of oratory 
and chronicle is discussed by Milton Allen Kaplan in Radio 
and Poetry (New York: Columbia University, 1949), p. 233. 
8 Autumn Sequel, p. 31. 
the routine work of telling the public "that what they 
once thought mattered still matters,"9 is proved by the 
fact that most of his radio verse-plays were written 
during these same war years. 
Autumn Sequel gives evidence that MacNeice's 
enthusiasm for radio work was always moderate, and that 
it only partially survived the ending of the war: 
. • . 'If you so desire,' 
My employers said, 'this office will now return 
To a peacetime footing where we might require 
Your further service. 1 I could not disce~n 
Much choice; it might in fact be better to give 
Such service, better to bury th~n to burn. 
I stayed. On my peacetime feet. There was littl~ 
alternative. 10 
Yet in 1947, in the general introduction to The 
. --
Dark Tower, he re-emphasized the possibilities for poetic 
drama in radio and the characteristics of the medium that 
made it rewarding for the poet. Perhaps it was the 
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constant demand for what MacNeice called "ephemeral work~'--
the prediction, reports, analysis of wartime news -- that 
caused his dissatisfaction with his work. When the war 
9 Autumn Sequel, p. 30. 
10 Ibid., p. 33. 
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was over, the temporary quality of the work became 
apparent: 
But at last the whole thing stopped, the war was over, 
And each prognostication of blight or bliss 
Immediately out of date, the cliffs of Dover 
Once more mere cliffs. As usual DevliB sang 
Folksongs, the Farm~r's Boy and the Bold Drover 
And the Foggy Dew, but they had lost their· tang 
Not being heard in danger.ll 
He objected to.the routine work!s following obvious 
patterns and to its occasional lack of honesty: 
. . • Su9h research 
Was much preformulated, yet we found 
Some facts that left our blueprints in the lurch, 
Some lines not broad enough nor numbers round 
Enough to be scored on the slate or paid ip the lump; 
Mqybe our formulae were not so sound, 
Our big slick words due for the rubbish dump, 
I 
Maybe ideals were less than men; maybe 
The pen was weaker than the stirrup pump·. 12 
The verse-dramas, however, were a different type of; 
writing. They were not only creative, he felt they had 
some degree of permanence, at least enough to warrant 
publi~hing some of the best of them after they had been 
performed on the air. They had, he fely, cert~in 
11 Autumn Sequel, p. 33. 
12 Ibid . , p. 32. 
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characteristics that gave a unique satisfaction to 
the poet who might work with radio drama. 
I. Characteristics of the Radio Dramas 
In 1938 Stephen Spender noted that there were 
parallels between the age in which the Auden Group started 
to produce poetic drama and the Elizabethan Age. Both 
times felt the threat of war, political tyranny, rival 
ideologies, and an uncertainty about the future. At such 
' 
times, Spender thought, the attention of the public is 
directed outward away from itself and the theater demands 
a poetic drama: 13 The poets of the Thirties all experimented 
with such drama. Auden wr.ote three plays with Isherwood 
between 1935 and ·1938, in an effort to bring literature 
back to the English stage. 14 Thei~ ideas came rrom many 
sources. MacNeice was interested in the Icelandic sagas;lS 
some of his friends were influenced, like Yeats, my the 
l3 Stephen Spender, "Poetry and Expressionism," New 
Statesman, XV (March 12, 1938), p. 408. 
14 The Dog Beneath the Skin (1935), The Ascept of F6~ 
(1936):-ind On the Frontier (1938). --
15 The interest was increased by his trip to) Iceland 
with Auden in 1936; and it is reflected in many passages of 
Letters ·from Iceland. See Christopher Columbus, p. 15. 
Japanese Noh plays~ 16 and Hoggart observes the influence 
of Bertolt Brecht in their plays: 
. . . techniques ~or presenting social problems 
and obtaining a sense of urgent participation 
from the audience they seem to have learned 
from the early 'epic theatre' of Bertolt Brecht. 
They made use also of hints from German 
expressionism, from popular songs and variety 
and music-hall performances1 ·The plays were lively, intelligent, witty. 7 · 
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But before the theater could be affected stignificantly 
by the verse dramas of these poets, the war cut short 
. 18 
their experiments. Yet more than in normal times, 
the poet felt the need of reaching the public with 
his verse in wartime. In Autumn Journal (1939) MacNeice 
was doing, to an extent, what he had been trying to do 
l 
with his dramas -- dealing with subjects of concern to 
the public and dealing with them in a rhetorical manner. 
The radio Qrama provi~ed the medium by means of which 
he could continue to reach the public. He found that 
although much of the radio material was merely report9Dial, 
it could also "emulate the arts. 1119 Moreover, in one 
16 Poetic Drama, ed. Alfred Kreymborg (New York: Tudor,. 
1941), pp. 33, 34. 
17 W. H. Auden, (London: Longmans,. 1957), p. 22: 
18 The Craft of Letters in England, ed. John Lehmann 
(London: Cresset-,-1956), p.~3l. 
19 The Dark Tower, p. 14. 
. 
. . • 
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way it was superior to any other form of literature 
it reached the public. MacNeice commented: 
Creative' works written for broadcasting have 
a vastly larger public than stage-plays, novels, 
or poetry. But they are heard only once and 
you cannot ·go back to them.20 
Because they can be heard only once, poetry is 'an ideal 
vehicle for radio dramas -- it is more memorable, more 
intense, makes a greater impact upon the heare~. In 
the "theater of the ear" with no visual representation 
to hold the attention of the-audience, the words must 
substitute for the sense of sight. The poet's·use of 
imagery and of vivid diction is precisely what is needed. 
One poet was surprised to find that "today in radio a 
• new art process is being born -- and the midwife is ... 
the poet. "21 
The fact that poetry is so effective in radio dramas 
should be no· surprise to the poet, however. MacNeice. 
points out that the needs of radio are closely related to 
the requirements of primitive literature: 
20 
... this is how literature began -- the Homeric 
or Icelandic bard shouting over the cl~mour of 
the banquet, the 'tale told in a chimney eorner' 
Christopher Columbus, p. 7. 
21 John LaTouche, "The Muse and the Mike," Vogue, XCVII 
(March 1941), p. 64. 
while tankards clatter and infants squawl 
and somebody makes up the fire and old men 
snore and cough. The radio listener listens 
in a terribly every-day setting; there is no 
auditorium to beglamour him and predispos~ him 
to accept you; if you want him to accept you, you 
will have to seduce him by sound and sound a~one. 
But seduction is a necessary part of many 
human relationships and here, as elsewhere, can 
be achieved without either lies or crudity.22 
And, also not surprisingly, into the setting ofi the 
ordinary home, poetry intrudes with less difficulty 
than prose, for, says MacNeice, it is closer to ordinary 
conversation than prose is. 11 The spoken word has, 
without any effort, that plasticity which the l'yric aims 
at and which prose. • . ignores. 1123 
A second reason why· radio is more natural~y poetic 
is that there is in its demands the necessity of 11 careful 
. 
and intuitive selection of material, culminating in a 
large architectonic. The first virtue of radio is con-
struction.1124 The radio drama is normally much shorter 
than a theater play; 11 characters and situations must be 
clearly established and the line of development be strong 
and simple. 1125 Both the limitations of time and the 
22 
23 
24 
25 
Christopher Columbus, p. 10. 
11 Poetry, the Public, and the Critic, 11 p. 380. 
Christopher Columbus, p. 11. 
Ibid. , p. 12. 
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need to give the radio listener immediate knowledge 
·or what is happening require the greatest economy 
and effectiveness in giving the setting and time, 
introducing the characters; and starting the action .. 
A fine illustration of the way a radio writer handles 
an introduption is the opening of MacNeice's radio 
verse play, "Alexander Nevsky": 
Domash: Bad news ... bad news ... bad news ... 
Marya: What are you saying there, father, talking 
away to yourself? 
Domash: Bad news. . • from east and west. . . _Only 
this evening another messenger sneaked through the 
marshes, suffering from frostbite, 
Bringing a warning to Russia --
To all that is left of Russia. 
Kaplan commends this passage: 
In seven lines the radio audience knows the 
relationship of the two characters, the general 
situation, the weather, the place, and the 
time of day.26 
A further characteristic of radio work that appealed 
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to MacNeice was the pleasure of hearing the work performed. 
Poets and novelists can rarely hear performances of their 
work. Some of the.isolation of the poet is alleviated 
by the fact that he can hear his words spoken by someone 
else. MacNeice particularly. seems to have enjoyed this 
26 Kaplan, p. 77. 
sharing of his art: 
The point is that here we have a means by which 
written lines can emulate the impact of a 
stage play or of a painting an~ give the writer 
that excitement of a sensuous experience 
simultaneously shared with many which is one 
of the joys of life. This pleasure in a thing-
being-performed-and-shared while obtainable 
in all sports and some of the arts is sadly 
lacking in the world of literature today.27 
Also shared was the experience of work+ng with a 
group, an experience the poet cannot afford to enjoy, 
according to MacNeice, for his technique is "closely 
wedded to his unique personality and there is no more 
point in defending your own personality than in impugning 
your friend's." 28 The writer of radio plays, on 
the other hand, is using a craft that is not so personal 
and that can be discussed. It must be discussed, in 
fact, if the group involved in the production is to 
work together. The whole group shares "the excitements 
and anxieties of the performance" in a way not equalled 
even in the theater. For the poet who is normally 
isolated, this is a refreshing experience. Passages in 
27 
28 
The Dark Tower, p. 13. 
Ibid • , p: 15 . 
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Autumn Sequel that pay tribute to "Boss Herriot 11 and 
"Devlin" 29 support the statement that his rad.io colleagues 
when compared with any "contemporary sal~n 0f literati" 
would be found 11 on the whole quic.ker-wi tted, more 
versatile, less egocentric, less conventional, more human~30 
MacNeice fpund radio an ideal medium for poetic 
drama, then, because of ~ts relationship to early recited 
literature, because of the need for conciseness and 
careful construction in the short radio play, and because 
its .lac.k of visual representation made necessary vivid 
imagery; he found satisfaction in his work with radio 
drama because of the pleasure of hearing the work performed 
and the joy of sharing the performance with a congenial 
group. 
II. Dramatic Aspects of the Early Eclogues 
A further reason for MacNeice's interest in radio 
verse plays may have been a natural inclination toward 
a dramatic presentation of poetic ideas. As early as 
"Eclogue for Christmas" (written in 1933) he demonstrated 
his ability to establish a situation and a setting through 
29 
30 
Canto VIII is a tribute to "Devlin 11 (Francis Dillon). 
The Dark Tower, p. 15. · 
dialogue. Between 1933 and 1937 (the year when his 
first real play Out of the Picture was published) he 
wrote four eclogues: the other three were "Eclogue 
by a Five-Barred Gate," "Eclogue from Iceland," and 
"Eclogue Between the Motherless."31 As eclogues they 
are, of course, following the conventions of the 
classical pastoral poetry with its conversation between 
225 
shepherds, not the conventions of drama. But similarities 
do exist between MacNeice's eclogues a~d his later 
radio plays, and they are marked enough to make the 
eclogues an interesting foreshadowing of the later drama. 
One characteristic they have in common with the radio 
drama is an abrupt beginning that gives the reader immediate 
information about the situation and the atmosphere. In 
"Eclogue for Christmas •t the two characters who talk 
(identified only by the names A. and B.) establish in 
' the first ten lines the condition of the modern world 
about which they are cqncerned, and the contrast between 
such a condition and the Christmas season, giving time, 
setting, and situation very quickly: 
3l In I Crossed the Minch and Zoo MacNeice also develops 
many of his ideas by means of dialogues between Perceval 
and Crowder, the two faces of his own personality evidently. 
A, I meet you in an evil time. 
B. The evil bells 
Put out of our heads, I think, the thought of 
everything else. 
A. The jaded calendar revolves, 
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Its nuts need oil, carbon chokes the valves, 
The excess sugar of a diabetic culture, 
Rotting the nerve of life and literature; 
'Therefore when we bring out the old tinsel and frills 
To announce that Christ is born among the barbarous 
hills 
I turn to you whom a morose routine 
Saves from the mad vertigo of being what has been. 
B. Analogue of me, you are wrong to turn to me.32 
MacNeice gives the reader a quick introduction into the 
subject of the eclogue, but the characters speaking are 
never given any individual characteristics; they are 
merely the mouths out of which his thoughts concerning 
the ironies of Christmas are expressed. The conversation 
sounds less like natural conversation than a stiffly 
expressed soliloquy. T~e last of the four eclogues to 
be written, "Eclogue between the Motherless, 11 has a 
theme less characteristic of MacNeice, b~t. shows a more 
sk~llful dramatic handling of the theme. The conversation 
is much more natural; speeches are shorter; he seems to be 
more conscious of the spoken voice as the vehicle for 
the thoughts: 
32 Collected Poems, p. 19. 
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A. What did you do for the holiday? 
B. I went home. 
What did you do? 
A. 0, I went home for the holiday. 
Had a good time? 
B. Not bad so far as it went. 
What about you? 
A. 0 quite a good time on the whole 
(both) Quite a good time on the whole at home for 
the holiday.33 
The flatness o.f the conversational· tone is similar to 
many passages in The Dark Tower and the use of repetitions, 
in the eclogue ~or the purpose of establishing a tone 
of monotony and triteness, in the later dramas helps 
the ear of the listener to catch the idea and to relate 
it to the context. 
Compared with "Eclogu·e for Christmas," "Eclogue 
between the Motherless" shows a number of dramatic 
' 
elements that the earlier-eclogue. lacks. ·Especially 
noticeable is the increased amount of characterization. 
The two people speaking in '·'.Eclogue for Christmas 11 are 
not individual in any way, but rather represent the city 
and the country. In "Eclogue between the Motherless" 
on the other hand, the two characters have some individual 
character.istics and the reader learns something about them 
33 Collected Poems, p. 35. 
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as the dialogue progresses. One of them, speaking of 
his home and his father who has remarried says: 
B. I don't think he ca~ be happy. 
A. How can you tell? 
That generation is so different. 
B. I suppose your sister 
Still keeps house for yours? 
A. Yes, and she finds it hell. 
Nothing to do in the evenings. 
B. Talking of the evenings 
I can drop the· ash on the carpet since my divorce. 
Never you marry~ my boy. One ~arries only 
Because one thinks one. is lonely -- and so one was 
But wait till the lonely are two and no better.34 
The reader is made aware of the attitudes of both speakers. 
He learns something about the family background of each 
although the information is sketchy. 
Also indicating a growing interest in dramatic 
handling of materials on the part of MacNeice is the 
suggestion of a plot in "Eclogue between the Motherless." 
No such suggestion exists in either of the first two 
eclogues, and only a slight hint of one can be found in 
"Eclogue from Iceland"; but in "Eclggue between the 
Motherles~" a definite plot is the element of the poem 
that determines its structure. The conflict and climax 
have not been given full-scale dramatic treatment, and 
most of the story is told in the long monologue at the 
center of the poem. The man who speaks the monologue, 
34 Collected Poems, p. 35~ 
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character "A", is the central character in the poem 
(in the other eclogues there was not a central character; 
all characters shared equally in the development of 
the theme); and his account of his return home, his 
loneliness, his search for a wife who would remain 
"someone immutably alien," and his proposal of marriage, 
although told by him, yet create suspense and finally 
a startling conclusion: 
B. 
A. 
Who is the woman? 
relying 
B. Who is the woman? 
A. She is dying 
B. Dying of what? 
A. 
B. 
Only a year to live 
But 
Forgive my asking 
A. Only a year and ten yards. down the road 
I made my goal where it has always stood 
Waiting for the last 
B. You must be out of your mind; 
If it were anyone else I should not mind 
A. Waiting for the last collection before dark 
The pillarbox like an exclamation mark. 
Like the radio dramas in which the action cannot be 
seen but must be conveyed through words, this final 
eclogue also gives a sense of the action through what 
the character says. Just as the passage quoted above 
gives the reader a picture of "A" running down the road 
to the mailbox, so other details· of the story also suggest 
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visual representation. "A" talks about writing the 
letter: 
I was hardly able to write it at 
Where my mother kept her diary. 
Concocting a gambler's medicine; 
The ducks drew lines of white on 
the claw-foot table 
There I sat 
the afternoon was cool, 
the dull slate 
of the pool 
And I sat writing to someone I hardly knew 
And someone I shall never know well. Relying on that 
I stuck up the envelope, walked down the winding drive, 
All that was wanted a figurehead, passed by the lodge 
Where the dog is chained and the gates ... 
And his words give us an almost complete picture of setting, 
the time of day and kind of day, the interior and 
exterior of the house suggested, and even the sense of 
life and motion embodied in the ducks and the dog. This 
ability ·to create a knowledge of the mind of a: character 
and at the same time to suggest. a s·etting in which he is 
found is one of the outstanding characteristics of 
MacNeice's later radio dramas. The introductory words 
of the soldier in "The Nosebag,"35 for example, give 
the listener an immediate knowledge about the setting 
they must imagine for the story, the soldier's age, 
background, present situation, ang action: 
35 First Broadcast on the B.B.C. March 13, 1944. 
SOLDIER: Damn the sergeant! Damn the Colonel! 
Damn the General! Who do they think they are 
to do such a thing to me? After twenty-five 
years of service. Out on my neck and the wind 
is cold and the steppes are wide and the years 
are empty. A discharged soldier tha-t nobody 
wants. Twenty-five years of service to God 
and the Great Tsar. And now discharged ..• 
discharged! And nothing to show for it but 
three dry biscuits. Three ... dry •.. 
biscuits. Well. It's a long road; I'd better 
be movigg. Left--left--left right leftt:left--
left--3 
Although "Eclogue between the Mothe.rless" does 
contain an embryo plot, none of the eclogues is really 
concerned with action; but with the development of a 
theme. "Eclogue for Christmas" draws an ironic contrast 
between the materialistic values of the world and the 
supposed ideals of Christmas; "Eclogue by a Five-Barred 
Gate" has as its theme the nothingness of both life and 
death, life being only dream and death only the facade 
of a mirage; "Eclogue from·Iceland" presents the 
necessity of the individual to remain human and to feel 
. . 
a sense of responsibility for his ow~ part of the 
apparently hopeless world; and "Eclogue between the 
Motherless" is concerned with loneliness as a human 
condition. All these themes are developed entirely 
The Dark Tower, p. 103. 
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through dialogue, but characters, setting, action 
(what little there is) are all subordinate to the 
exploration of the subject. In a sense this is also 
true of most of MacNeice's radio plays. Although plot 
is more important in them than in ~he eclogues, yet 
both plot and characterization are subordinate to 
them~,creating in some of the dramas (most notably 
the parable play "The Dark Tower") the quality of 
allegory. 
In MacNeice's early eclogues can be seen many of 
the characteristics of the later radio dramas. Besides 
their limited dramatic structure and characterization 
the eclogues differed in one other important way: the 
themes, which are the most important part of both. 
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eclogues and plays, reflect entirely different views of 
life. The eclogues are MacNeice ·• s most complete analysis 
of the illnesses of the modern world. They are pessimistic, 
asserting what few values he can find to assert in a 
tone of near desperation. Little hope is offered that 
life may improve or that for the individual involved 
in life, at any rate for the individual of any sensitivity, 
there can be anything of value except the satisfaction 
of asserting human values. Perhaps because, unlike 
the poems, the dramas are intended to reach the 
average citizen, MacNeice's message is a more hopeful 
one. Perhaps it was part of his changing view of 
the world that resulted in greater optimism in the 
later work. 
III. Themes in MacNeice's Radio Dramas 
Because the poet writing for a radio audience 
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must reach a heterogeneous group of people, of all types 
and intelligences, living in many different localities, 
he has the problem no stage dramatist must face. He 
must find subjects that can be understood as well by 
a farmer in a rural community-as by an industrial 
executive in a large city. As a poet, he may write 
esoteric poems or clique-literature; as a radio dramatist 
he must produce popular literature. Although this 
limits him when choosing a subject, it gives him the 
satisfaction of ·reaching many people with his writing, 
something which he cannot do with lyric poetry. In 
subject matter, then, he is concerned with the same kind 
of material as the newspaper writer. At least, this 
was MacNeice's early idea about themes in radio dramas. 
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The introduction to Christopher Columbus, one of the 
most thorough discussions· of radio drama from the 
writer's viewpoint, expresses this feeling about themes: 
The themes consist, roughly speaking, of 
anything that in a newspaper sense can be 
called a •story•--the Trojan War, the 
Hound of the Baskervilles, the story of a 
penny, Elsie's week-end. The treatment 
roughly speaking will be broad, lucid, and 
dramatic -- dramatic in the Aristotelian sense 
that the central event, or theme, will be 
central, and everything else including characters, 
subordinate. As compared with contemporary 
literature, the objective elements will 
preponderate over the ~ubjective, statement 
over allusion, synthesis over analysis.37 
Judged by the standards MacNeice has established 
in the preceding quotation, two types of themes are 
most qualified to provide the poet with suitable radio 
material: stories from history and stories with a 
close relationship to current happenings. Perhaps the 
best subjects for radio drama are both at once. 
"Alexander Nevsky" dramatized the Russian defeat of 
the Teutonic invaders in the days of feudalism; it 
also had implicatio.ns that were clearly topical in 
view of the fact that it was broadcast shortly after 
37 Christopher Columbus, p. 14. 
Russia entered the Second World War on the side 
of England and the democracies. 
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Christopher Columbus has a subject that is heroic, 
the discovery of America, a subject requiring "epic 
treatment rather than psychological treatment."38 But 
the subject was also topical, because it was presented 
on Columbus Day 1942, four hundred and fifty years 
after the discovery of America. The theme is simple and 
lucid. MacNeice limits the story of Columbus to the 
events immediately preceding the voyage of discovery, 
the voyage itself, and the triumphant return home, 
choosing not to recount the events following that triumph; 
and he did not attempt to portray Columbus as a complex 
character, but rather as a man with an obsessive idea. 
Just as MacNeice rejected journalism in poetry, 
he rejected his early ideas about radio's best drama 
being a newspaper-type presentation of a story. "The 
Dark Tower~ a parable play with action more concerned 
with the subjective than the objective would not by 
his standards have qualified as a good subject for a 
radio play at the time he wrote· Christopher Columbus. 
38 Christopher Columbus, p. 88. 
In the introduction to The Dark Tower he discusses 
his ~hanged ideas: 
My own impression is that pure 'realism' is 
in our own time.almost played out, though 
most works of fiction of cours~ will remain 
realistic ~ the surflace. The single-track mind 
and the single-plane novel br play are almost 
bound to falsify ihe world in which we live. 
The fact that there is method in madness 
and that there is fact in fantasy (and equally 
·fantasy in 'fact') have been brought home 
to us not only by Freud and other psychologists 
but by events themselves. This being so, 
reportage,can no longer masquerade as art.39 
Published in the volume of radio plays with "The 
Dark Tower" are "The Nosebag," a simple dramatization 
of a Russian ·f.olk story, "The Ma~ch Hare Resigns" and 
·''Salute to All ·Fools," satirical fantasies, and 
.· "Sunbeams in His Hat," a dramatization of the life of 
Tchehov that follows very closely to fact.40 In half 
the plays there is little or no realistic treatment. 
Evidently the changes that can be seen in his non-
_ dramatic poetry of the war years_.also affected his 
39 The Dark Tower, p. 21 .. 
40 All these plays were performed between 1944 and 
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1946. The two fantasies and the parable play were the 
latest in writing and performance among this group of plays, 
according to the dates given in the introduction to the 
plays in The Dark Tower. · 
choice of subjects for radio .Pl~ys. The necessity 
of communicating peliet:s, he ind':Lcates, is more 
important than recording isolated experiences, and 
is behind his interest in allegory, and fantasy: 
The Fae.rie Queene, The Pilgrim's'Progress, 
Piers Plowman and the early Moralities 
could not have been written by men without 
beliefs. In an age'which precludes the 
simple and militant faith of a Bunyan belief 
(whether consciously formulated or not) still 
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remains the sine qua ~ of the creative writer. 41 L have my beliefs and they permeate The Dark Tower. 
As has already been stated, MacNeice, at the time 
Christopher Columbus was published, believed that in 
treatment, the radio play would emphasize the objective 
rather than the subjective elements, and statement 
rather than allusion. He felt the radio playwright was 
more closely related ~o the old-fashioned story-teller 
th?rt to the writer of psychological fiction, that 
what people do is more important to the dramatist than 
.what people are. 42 Christopher Columbu·s, as well as 
the.play about Tchehov and the Russian folk-tale, is 
an ex9ellent example of how he put such theories 
41 The Dark Tower, p. 22. 
42 Christopher Columbus, p. 15. 
into practice. MacNeice calls his treatment of this 
play a "stylized treatment of a simple heroic theme.," 
and gave the play its substance not' by any development 
of the character of Columbus (whom he kept "as simple 
., 
and wedgelike as possible") but rather by musical 
interludes and semi-choruses., into whose mou~hs he 
put the passages that gave a historical perspective to 
what Columbus did and said.43 Columbus himself., apart 
from his historical significance., he was not concerned 
with. His concern., he stated., was the "the Discoverer 
with a capital D. The small d., the small columbus 
could be shelved.rr44 The result is a play that has a 
highly legendary quality, that is told because the 
story has a historical significance and that is content 
to communicate (with much beauty and formality, it is 
true) the events that are already well known. It is, 
undoubtedly, closely related to the sagas that MacNeice 
admired so much. 
Although not so long (the play about Columbus was 
an unusually long one for radio) and not nearly so 
43 Christopher Columbus, p. 89. 
44 Ibid., p. 90. 
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·,' 
elaborate, "Sunbeams in His Hat" does someth=!;ng of 
the same thing for Tchehov that the earlier play did 
for Columbus. Designated by MacNeice as a "feature" 
(indicating a dramatized broadcast that is primarily 
informative), his treatment of the life of Tchehov 
was presented for the purpose of giving accurate 
information about the life of the writer.45 The 
difference between the play about Columbus and the 
feature about Tchehov is twofold: in the later play 
he did not try to create a character who possessed 
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larger-than-life characteristics, and he omitted from the 
play about Tchehov the choruses and narrators that he 
used in Christopher Columbus to suggest the historical 
perspect.:tve, feeling that the characters themselves 
ought to be able to convey such insights through their 
words. It is, perhaps, a measure of his increasing 
skill in the medium that he no longer needed such 
devices to handle his materials, but could present 
45 In addition, MacNeice wished to· correct the 
"popular fallacy which uses the word Tchehov as a 
synonym for melancholia." The Dark Tower, p. 69. 
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biographical materials with greater realism. Although 
the play about Tchehov is much more realistic, the 
realism is limited to the external facts about his life 
and his death rather than any attempt at psychological 
realism. The portrait of Tchehov is almost, though 
not quite, as flat (in Forster's use of the term) as 
the portrait of Columbus. 
"The Dark Tower" is another kind of play altogether. 
Believing that man lives by symbols and that reportage 
could not "masquerade as art," MacNeice wrote a play 
that has no more relation to the world of 'fact• 
than has a nightmare. The theme is the Quest and it 
is drawn from Browning's "Childe Roland to the Dark 
Tower Came." The manner of presentation, MacNeice 
himself states, is that of a dream -- "but a dream 
that is full of meaning."46 Instead of being actors 
in historical events, the characters are merely 
personifications of qualities within a dream. They 
lack the one equals one correspondence of the medieval 
allegory, but they are not really people -- only 
46 The Dark Tower, p. 23. 
figures that are caught up in an action that they 
cannot rationally understand. Some of the allegorical 
meaning is explicitly stated: 
All that we know is there is something there 
Which makes the Dark Tower dark and is the source 
Of Evil through the world. It is immortal 
But men must try to kill it -- and keep on trying 
So long as we would be human.47 
But much of the allegory is implicit, in the symbols 
used: the red ring that burns Roland's finger and is 
a symbol of his mother's will that forces him to go 
ahead with his search until finally the ring stops 
burning at the moment of his mother's death and he 
discovers that he must go on because of his own beliefs, 
or the stone child that the mother bears that symbolizes 
241 
death, the parrot and the raven whose harsh and mechanical 
voices echo through the forest, and many others. 
As the last of MacNeice's radio plays to be 
published, "The Dark Tower" gives evidence of a reversal 
of his earlier position about drama. Instead of the 
reporting of good stories, he shows a concern about 
expressing beliefs and rev~aling abstract truths. 
Instead of the treatment given a story by the ancient 
47 The Dark Tower, p. 27. 
story-tellers, he chooses a treatment related to 
stream-of-consciousness and dream techniques. Instead of 
a subject with historical significance, he chooses a 
subject that is related to ancient myths. 
IV. Structure in the Radio Plays 
One conviction about .radio drama that MacNeice did not 
modify nor change was his belief that "the first virtue 
of a radio script is construction.n48 In this respect, 
he felt, radio drama is more essentially poetic than 
stage .drama; it must have a dramatic unity and that unity 
must be achieved with greater economy than the unity 
that the ordinary dramatist must achieve, and it must be 
effected without visual aids to imagination and memory. 
Compensations which the radio dramatist enjoys are 
freedom from stage settings so that the script can jump 
about from setting to setting with greater ease, and 
freedom from the need to develop every scene substantially 
(the radio dramatist, with no curtain nor lights to concern 
him, can make a point with a scene of only a few lines 
if he wishes. ) 
48 Christopher Columbus, p. 11. 
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In "The Dark Tower" the Quest theme is followed 
through scenes (or sequences) that begin with the 
childhood of Roland and continue without any pause 
except for the trumpet call or the bell that are a 
part of the sequences, not interpolated, until Roland 
as an adult leaves home and goes to the seaport. All 
the transitions are verbal. The listener knows that 
Roland is in the classroom studying with his tutor, 
or at home talking with his mother, or outdoors with 
Sylvie, or in the poor home of Blind Peter through 
verbal transitions. With only a few lines of poetry, 
Roland, speaking to Sylvie, gives the listener his 
khowledge of where the two are: 
Today is a thing in itself -- apart from the future. 
Whatever follows, I will remember this tree 
With this dazzle of sun and shadow -- and I will remember 
The mayflies jigging above us in the delight 
Of the dying instant --and I'll remember you 
With the bronze lights in your hair. 
Or the audience ·is given a sketch of Blind Peter's 
significance and the settings for the next sequence 
very quickly: 
SERGEANT TRUMPETER. 
You never mixed with the folk. 
But before you leave -- i.f you want a reason 
for leaving --
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call on Peter. I recommend that you pay a 
And his house is low; mind 
(a verbal transition) 
your head as you enter. 
BLIND PETER. • f 
That's right, sir; mind your head as you enter. 
Now take that chair, it's the only one with springs, 
I saved it from my hey-day. Well now, sir, 
It's kind of you to visit me; I can tell 
By your voice alone that you're your f~ther's son; 
Your handshake's not so strong though.49 
In those few lines the atmosphere of Peter's house is 
suggested, the fact that he has a ~tory to tell is 
implied, the reference to Roland's father ties in with 
the Quest theme and also suggests something about 
Roland in comparison.with his father (he is less 
certain of himself; his handshake reflects his uncer-
tainty), and lets us know that Peter is blind. 
Roland's leaving is accomplished with ·another 
verbal transition. Blind Peter ends his story: 
49 
BLIND PETER. 
You're like your father -- one of the dedicated, 
Whose life is a quest, whose death is a victory. 
Yes! God bless you! You've made up your mind! 
ROLAND (slowly and contemplatively) 
But have I, Peter? Have I? 
(verbal transition) 
SYLVIE: 
Have you, Roland dearest? Really made up your mind? 
ROLAND (without expression) 
I go away today.50 
The Dark Tower, p. 32. 
50 Ibid., p. 35. 
Other transitions in the drama are made by 
music and sound effects. Speed and continuity are 
achieved through sound and imagery. The techniques 
used by MacNeice as a radio dramatist are close to 
those used by early dramatists of the English stage 
before props and costumes and curtains marking the 
changes of scenes were introduced. One thinks of 
the opening scene of Hamlet with the situation and 
the atmosphere suggested in only a few lines and 
entirely through the dialogue. 
In the play about Tchehov, "Sunbeams in His Hat," 
MacNeice unifies the sequences by confining the 
framework of the drama to the day of Tchehov•s death, 
and telling the story of his earlier life through 
a series of flashbacks. This might be done in a 
motion picture; on the stage it would be difficult. 
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MacNeice handles the somewhat complicated structure 
successfully by his skillful verbal and musical transitions. 
The first flashback goes back to Tchehov's childhood. 
He and Olga, his wife, have been listening to a band 
playing outside the window of his sickroom, and he 
muses: 
I wish I could do with this band what one does 
with the rhythm of a .train. You know, poppet, 
how one sits in the train and the train goes · 
chuggity-chug, chuggity-chug, chuggity-chug, 
with infinite monotony, but as you listen, you 
ca~ change it into any rhythm you like 
the poems of Pushkin or .•. or .•• 
OLGA. 
Or the Serenade for Strings by Tchaikovsky 
TCHEHOV. 
Yes, or the hymns in church when I was a little 
boy. Father made us sing in the choir. In 
Taganrog that was. I don't like churches, but 
I did like those hymns. 
(his voice grows distant) 
The ikons were pretty too. Father was determined 
we should all grow up Christians 
TCHEHOV'S FATHER. 
Anton, you must believe in God. 
CHILD'S VOICE. 
Yes, father.51 
It is probable that MacNeice's stated intention 
of tightening up the structure of his poetry and of 
giving it a more dramatic structure was in part a 
result of his work with radio scripts and his mastery 
of the problem~ of construction in that medium.52 
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The Times Literary Supplement (April 8, 1944) commented 
on "Mr. MacNeice's achievement in overcoming the 
difficulties of the new medium" and especially mentioned 
5l The Dark Tower, p. 75. 
52 See chapter Seven, PP. 173-176. 
his skill in making the "structure simple and 
strong, 11 in producing a "steadily mounting crescendo 
and climax" a.nd in acquiring a "conscientious self-
discipline to the requirements o~ an art relying 
upon unassisted sounci."53 
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V. Significance of the Radio Plays to MacNeice's Poetry 
MacNeice 1s radio plays may have been effective 
. 
when compared with other drama written especially for 
radio by his contemporaries. However, much of their 
effectiveness was no doubt a result of aspects of the 
performance that were not purely literary, o~ that 
were not permanent. Background music was writ~en 
especially for most of the plays (by William Walton 
for Christopher Columbus and by Benjamin Britten for 
The Dark Tower); the loss of the music subtracts an 
important element from the plays. Sound effects are 
important to their effectiveness and can only be 
suggested by directions included in the printed plays. 
But most important of all, since the radio drama is a 
public and a popular art form, it reflects contemporary 
53 
"Written for the Ear," p. 178, a review of 
Christopher Columbus. 
events and attitudes much more than does most poetry or 
most stage drama. Except for the plays that manage to 
transcend the limitations of popular art, then, radio 
plays seem dated very quickly. The increasing popularity 
of television has further shortened the life of a good 
radio script.54 The importance of MacNeice's dramas, for 
these reasons, lies not so much in the plays themselves 
as in the results upon his poetry of his experiences in 
writing radio verse-plays. 
Such results are most plearly observed in Ten Burnt 
Offerings and Autumn Sequel. Both these volumes· we,re read 
in large part over the B.B.C. before their publication. 
Both volumes depart from the idea of the lyric poem's 
being short, concise, and "tight." Both contain numerous 
passages that seem to be written primarily for the aural 
54 MauNeice regrets the effects of television. Speaking of 
ra,dio, he said, "Here and here alone you can listen to 
calculated speech divorced from all visual supports or 
interferences -- even from a printed page. It would be a 
pity if television were ever completely to supersede sound 
broadcasting as the talkies superseded the silent films. 
That cinema revolution was inevitable but through it we 
lost the unique pleasure of watching a story told visually, 
dispensing with people's voices. But sound alone is for 
most people more potent, more pregnant than pictures alone." 
. The Dark Tower, p. 12. 
effects they create. Autumn Sequel, in its title and 
in its contents, is closely related to Autumn Journal, 
but although both are topical poems, organized around · 
the events of the Christmas season, the differences in 
the poetry are great. The major differences are in the 
syntax, which is ordered more carefully and falls more 
naturally into the verse pattern in Autumn Sequel, and in 
the sound patterns, which are much more conspicuous in 
Autumn Sequel. The poems deal with similar subjects; 
both record the sights and sounds of the Christmas season, 
and they also deal with other subjects that are similar. 
But Autumn Sequel has more unity as a complete poem 
thaQ does Autumn Journal, which varies its metrical and 
rhyme patterns from section to section, and which is 
composed of sections that are each a development of an 
individual idea, centered around a single symbol, event, 
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or problem. Autumn Sequel's cantos vary in subject matter, 
also, but there are more symbols recurring throughout the 
entire poem, holding it together. The individuals who are 
featured in the poem reappear in the various cantos, also 
giving it recurring subjects. And the metrical and rhyme 
pattern remains the same throughout the entire book-
length work. 
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Section XX in Autumn Journal and Canto VIII in 
Autumn Sequel are both on the subject of Art, one of MacNeice's 
major interests.55 They both describe an art gallery. 
Autumn Journal pictures many details of the gallery and its 
surroundings·: 
Nelson stands on a black pillar, 
The electric signs go off and on 
Distilleries and life insurance companies 
The traffic circles, coming and gone, 
Past the National Gallery closed and silent 
Where in their frames 
Other worlds persist, the passions of the artist 
Caught like frozen flames: 
The Primitives distilling from the cruel 
Legend a faith that is almost debonair, 
55 From Blind Fireworks, in which a poem titled "Poussin" 
first gave indication of MacNeice's interest in art and 
artists, throughout his poetry, art is an important subject. 
Poems like "The National Gallery" and "The Window" not only 
describe many different individual paintings, but express 
an idea that was important to MacNeice: that art's coherence 
and sense of pattern related it to universal objects and 
caused it to transcend the limitations of time and space. 
It is, in addition, interesting that two of the artists 
whom MacNeice writes about, Poussin and Chardin, were 
concerned with structure and patterns in their paintings. 
Characteristic of his ideas about art are the suggestion 
in Autumn Journal that most people feel uncomfobtable in the 
presence of art because it does transport them into the 
past and they feel more comfortable in the present, and 
the feeling expressed in Autumn Sequel that art is not a 
decorative or practical creation, it is unpredictabie and 
with a life of its own that has no concern for the life of 
the viewer. 
Sebastian calmly waiting the next arrow, 
The crucifixion in the candid air ... 
And the still life proclaiming with aplomb 
The self-content of bread or fruit or vases 
And personality like a silent bomb 
Lurking in the formal portrait. 
The multiplicity of the visual impressions characteristic 
of MacNeice's earlier poetry is evident here, also. There 
is what almost amounts to a cataloguing of the objects 
that are a part of the scene he describes. Compared to 
similar passages in Autumn Sequel the lines are stiff; 
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and· they state ideas rather than presenting them dramatically. 
For example, Autumn Journal speaks of "personality like 
a silent bomb/ Lurking in the formal portrait;" In Autumn 
Sequel the impression of the personality of the individual 
. 
in the painting is given much more dramatically, with motion 
and sound and conversation all contributing tb~the sense of 
aliveness: 
So to the galleries: to escape mankind 
By rediscovering it. As in the case 
Of Devlin once who, scanning a deeply lined 
Self-portrait hung in its usual silent place, 
Said, 'Think how many thousand pots of b'eer 
And tots of schnapps have gone to make that face.' 
The face of Rembrandt. One quick change of gear 
And we were in reverse; as Devlin spoke, 
The usual silence splintered on the ear, 
The -sober gallery filled with oaths and smoke, 
The ·dark brown canvas filled and sailed away 
To th~ low and rowdy countries of the Folk 
Where Devlin feels at home • . . 
It is undoubtedly a result of MacNeice's increased 
consciousness of dramatic presen~ation of ideas that 
explains the fact that in Autumn Journal there is a predom-
inance of nouns and adjectives, but in Autumn Sequel a 
greater number of activ~ verbs. For example, he uses 
verbs that create a strong feeling of motion when he writes 
about the arts: 
And the arts are unpredictable, like an adder 
They sting you in the heel, like a drunken ape 
They daub your belly and brow with woad and madder 
And chop your logic by half and change your shape 
And, when you might prefer a string quartet, 
They give you a drum and muffle it in crape. 
Also explained by his sense of the dramatic in Autumn 
Sequel is his incorporating into the poem a number of 
his friends, disguised in name, but constantly taking 
part in the action and conversation of the various cantos. 
This including of people in the poem makes possible not 
only a large amount of dialogu~, but also more dramatic 
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action, for he can describe the gestures, facial expressions, 
arrivals and departures of his friends, giving the long 
poem something of the quality of scenes that can be both 
heard and seen. 
Passages in Autumn Sequel are sometimes an attempt 
to create sound effects with words. The descriptions of 
the sea are especially noteworthy for their onomatopoeia: 
•.• capped and belled with surf, the secret Jack 
Of Wrecks comes bladdering up the slithering shingle 
To slap the dunes in the face with a wand of wrack 
And crack his quips and set his bells ajingle 
In a dance of sand and salt .•• 
• . . A shoal of jellyfish 
Shimmered through Price's drawingroom as he spoke 
And shivered into nothing. One great swish 
Of seaweed, and a cruel comber broke 
About the table legs in marbled scum, 
And polypods and squids and deep sea folk.56 
MacNeice not only must have listened carefully to the exact 
sounds made by waves breaking on the shore and rolling 
up the beach, he creates the sounds with words.' The 
listener can hear the waves rushing in (bladdering up the 
slithering shingle), striking on the rocks and the beach 
("To slap the dune in the face with a wand of wrack"), 
and ebbing away ("In a dance of sand and salt"). 
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He creates the sound effects of Christmas bells through 
words: 
56 Autumn Sequel, p. 37. 
• Sinking, climbing, 
The changes ring and range from here to There 
Till jingling jangling booming clamourlng roaming 
rhyming 
Ascending dropping hammering blending changing 
chopping 
Pealing reeling rambling, rumpling tumbling chiming 
The last bell dies~57 
MacNeice's ability, which increased in skill during the 
years he worked for the B.B.C., of suggesting sights and 
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sounds and backgrounds for the sequences of his radio plays 
carries over into his poetry through the passages that 
seem to be almost sound effects and through the dramatic 
portrayal of characters and action within the poem. 
Themes from The Dark Tower are ·al'so found in Autumn 
Sequel, suggesting that MacNeice still had in mind the 
iaeas expressed in the radio play when he wrote the poem. 
The Parrot, mindless and mechanical and a part of the 
distorted world in the play, is one of the recurrent images 
in the poem, helping to give continuity to the various 
cantos. Cantos XIV, XV, XVI deal with the Quest, which 
had been the theme of the radio drama. ·There is a clear 
parallel between the ideas of the drama and the themes of 
the rhetorical poem. Man must always search for truth 
and goodness: 
57 Autumn Sequel, p. 156. 
The Quest goes on and we must still ask why 
We are alive, though no one man has met 
A full and lucid answer; all we can do 
Is answer it by living and pay the debt 
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That none can prove.we owe. And yet those debts accrue 
Which we must pay and pay but, what is odd 
The more you pay the more comes back to you. 
Which some explain by reference to God 
And others find an inexplicable fact.58 
His work with the B.B.C. is constantly referred to 
throughout Autumn Sequel. A number of the characters in 
the poem are his radio associates. 11 Boss Herriot 11 and 
nnevlin" and "Evans 11 are among the figures who give a 
dramatic quality to the poem by providing action and dialogue. 
During the poem, there are a number of discussions between 
MacNeice and his friends about radio work. The poem opens 
with a sort of protest against radio. It ends with 
a feeling more complex; radio is both good and bad: 
. . . I deplore 
And yet enjoy this common of the air 
Which closes such great gaps, yet also fails 
To open such great vistas.59 
Ten Burnt Offerings, Fraser suggests, was obviously 
composed with the "potentialities and limitations of the 
58 Autumn Sequel, p. 100. 
59 Ibid., p. 156. 
sound medium in mind." 60 The poems, p.e feels, are 
"reflective, discursive, and tangential," and they are 
related to the conversational poetry of the Victorians. 
His statements would be more applicable to Autumn Sequel 
than to Ten Burnt Offerings. Ten Burnt Offerings, it 
seems to me, is less conversat~onal than the rhetorical 
poem is, and the effect of MacNeice's work with radio 
as seen in it, is not so much a discursive ·kind of poetry 
as a poetry that simulates the contrasting moods and 
movements of musical compositions. They might easily have 
been written with the sound of background music in the 
poet's mind. But this has been discussed in the preceding 
chapter and need not be repeated here. 
Finally, the importance of the construction in the 
radio drama was !ecognized by MacNeice: 
Radio is not a good channel for souls in flux, 
for the kind of inspiration that sings and 
does not count the cost. A radio writer must 
write to an exact scale~ with every link made 
firm and no loose ends. 0 1 
The training in creating such an economical and exact 
structure that MacNeice received during his years with the 
60 
"The Poet and His Medium," p. 102. 
61 Christopher Columbus, p. 13. 
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B.B.C. was very probably a part of the effect if not 
the cause of his deliberate structural tightening-up 
in the poetry of the late nineteen-forties and nineteen-
fifties. The radio plays may not be an important part 
of the permanently significant work of Louis MacNeice; 
they are among the important influences upon that work. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
Summary and Conclusions 
Why Louis MacNeice has been overlooked or under-rated 
by so many critics remains a puzzle. Beginning with 
Michael Roberts1 and extending to contemporary criticism, 
critics tend to discuss Auden, Day Lewis, and Spender as a 
group, to mention MacNeice's name in passing (or in a foot-
note), in this way relating him to the Auden Group but 
denying him significance within the group. Critics who have 
given him some notice have disagreed radically about his 
development2 or lack of it,3 his versatility and virtuosity,4 
his reflection of tendencies in recent verse.5 
1 Critique of Poetry, 245. p. 
2 B. I. Evans, p·. 132. (See page 16 of this thesis.) 
3 F. 0. Matthiesen, p. 110. 
4 Dudley Fitts, for example, in "Poetry in Classical 
Shapes," a review of Ten Burnt Offerings in the New York Times 
Book Review (June 14, 1953) comments on MacNeice~lack 
of virtuosity; but "Books in Brief~' New Republic (Sept. 14, 
1953), reviewing the same volume, says his poetry is of such 
virtuosic brilliance that it conceals the profundity of meaning. 
5 Longaker and Bolles, p. 289, says that "although he 
lacks the experimental daring of Auden ... he has written 
much which reflects the tendencies in recent verse." But 
Stuart Gerry Brown, "Some Poems of Louis MacNeice," Sewanee 
Review, LI (Winter 1943), p. 63, states that MacNeice has 
failed to reveal anything about modern poetry. 
Day Lewis and Spender as well as MacNeice have 
undoubtedly suffered from the fact that they are considered 
as a group and that within that group one poet, W. H. Auden, 
has had an increasingly impressive reputation. MacNeice 
has had an added handicap in being compared to Spender 
and Day Lewis when such a comparison is "superficial and 
irrelevant" according to at least one critic'6 and is a 
failure to notice that MacNeice is both a·very different 
poet from the young Oxford student who shared ideas about 
poetry with his group of friends and a poet whose ideas 
about poetry and whose techniques are quite different from 
those of the group. 
Before attempting a revaluation of MacNeice's works, 
then, I would like to consider once again, this time in 
the light of the ideas developed in the preceding chapters, 
the three causes for the puzzling critical attitude toward 
the work of Louis MacNeice: the results of his being grouped 
with Auden, Spender and Day Lewis; the failure of some 
critics to recognize the evolution of his poetic techniques 
and the development of his thought; and the neglect by 
some critics of listening carefully to what the poet has 
6 T. C. Wilson, "One of the Best," Poetry, LI (1938), p. 339. 
t0 say, both in his poetry and in his explanation of his 
ideas. 7 
I. MacNeice and the Auden Group 
As was pointed out earlier in this thesis,8 MacNeice 
agreed with many of the ideas about poetry held by the 
other three poe·ts of his group. His discussion of the 
poetic influences on the young poets is essentially the 
same as similar discussions by C. Day Lewis in A Hope for 
Poetry and Stephen Spender in The Destructive Element. 
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They were all influencedby Hopkins and by Eliot. But 
MacNeice's view of poetry rejected the possibility of a 
"group" experience for the poet. He found pleasure in 
radio work partly because such an experience was possible 
in that work as it was not in poetry: 
In this age of irreconcilable idioms I have 
often heard writers hankering for some sort of 
group life, a desire doomed to disappointment. 
The modern writer -- at any rate the modern 
7 In "Poetry, the Public and the Critic," p. 381, 
MacNeice attacks such critics: "The big critic, who writes 
whole books is often plugging some perverse general theory 
of poetry which leaves no room for seven poets out of ten. 
The little critic, who writes bobk reviews, seems compelled, 
partly by lack of space, partly by laziness, to prefer 
the snap generalization, the ready-made label, to any 
decent down-to-earth analysis." 
8 See pp. 41,.60, 64. 
poet -- ·is ipso facto a spiritual isolationist 
who will lose far more than he will gain by 
trying to pool his mentality with those of 
his colleagues.9 
One might doubt the value of viewing the works of 
Spender or Day Lewis or Auden in relation to those of the 
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otliers; one must reject the value of approaching Mac~eice's 
works in that way. He disagreed with the others in 
their early politic~l views; he has sought for a synthesis 
in life in other w~s than they; the forms, the diction, 
the images of his p0ems are quite different from theirs. 
Yet the critics persist in considering him in the con~ext' 
of the group. 
An example of a critic who failed to read M~cNeice's 
own statements abou~ his poetic independence and made a 
serious error in judging him can be seen in Horace Gregory's 
review of Holes ~the~· He questions MacNeice's 
originality: 
9 
10 
One feels tempted to ask questions of the following 
nature: "Was the influence of the group bad for 
MacNeice?" "Could he have done better by following 
the lead of a natural gift in doing adaptations 
from the Latin?" "Is he now, a Belf_ast poet, 
flitting between two schools, the elder Auden 
group and the younger Irish poets?"10 
The Dark Tower, p. 14. 
nThe New January," Poetry, LXXIV (Aug. 1949), p. 302. 
And he continues to draw a lesson from what he feels is 
the trouble with'MacNeice's poetry by pointing out a 
fact that MacNeice would certainly reaffirm, but that has 
lit-tle to do with the conditions under which hli.s poetry 
was written: 
Only young writers can take shelter under the 
protection of "group writing 11 and "group 
publicity11 • For some, the group provides 
criticism, training in the writing of verse, 
and necessary encouragement. Yet, as poets 
grow older, they should learn, i~ they are 
poets at all, to rely upon the resources of 
their .own imagination, lang~age and wit. 11 
What justification, if any, Gregory might have for 
relating sucn a statement to MacNeice is hard to imagine . 
. 
What influence the group had upon MacNeice, arid there is 
no doubt about some early influences, certainly ended with 
Auden's coming to America {which was a decade before the 
publication of Holes in the Sky). And that volume shows 
little imitation of the other writers in the group. It is, 
in fact, the first indication of MacNeice's new experiments 
with structure and of his growing philosophical concern. 
Gregory ends his review with a generalization about 
the Auden Group that fails to recognize in any way the 
already obvious fact that the gro~p had long ago disinte-
11 "The New January," p. 303. 
grated: 
The figures of the Auden Group in Britain 
are facing chilly weather; each member of the 
group will naV.e to find a future of his own; 
conquests will be less easy, and readers of 
poetry will be less disposed to substitute 
journalistic excitement for the pleasures of 
discovering a poem whose meaning increases 
its depth on each rereading.l2 
Either Gregory was thinking about Autumn Journal while 
writing about a book published ten years later, or else 
MacNeice's own rejection of journalistic excitement and 
turning to ideas of more substance was unsuccessful. Y~t 
Holes in the Sky, the volume Gregory was reviewing, shows 
such a change. Gregory, then, seems to be repeating 
preconceived ideas about the poet without questioning 
whether they are still true, or whether they were ever true. 
Almost every volume dealing with contemporary poetry 
follows this same practice of judging_MacNeice with the 
other three poets of the group. This has been discussed in 
Chapter One, but in summary I should like to review their 
treatment of him once more. Pinto deals with the poets 
as a group, listing their handicaps as chiefly diction, 
(slang and jazzy expressions and machine imagery), and 
1~"' "The New January, 11 p. 304. 
their attempt to combine Marxian politics and Freudian 
psy~hology.l3 But in diction, MacNeice was only for a 
short time characteristic of these poets, and in political 
leanipgs he was always different from the others. 
A. C. Ward sums up the writing of Auden and Day Lewis 
as "barren and boring" (although he recognizes a vaiuable 
change in Day Lewis's later poetry) and then dismisses 
the other two poets quickly: 
Louis MacNeice and Stephen Spender have continued 
to publish poetry at intervals, but their 
reputation in that field has not advanced since 
the nineteen-thirties.l4 
Other critics placing MacNeice in the Auden Group 
find various points of differentiation. Babette Deutsch 
calls Auden satirical, Day Lewis hortatory, MacNeice 
wryly diffident and Spender romantic. 15 Fitts says 
MacNeice is the least talented of the quartet, lacking 
Auden's virtu9sity and Spender and Day Lewis's reflective 
seriousness. 16 Both critics have failed to discuss, or have 
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not seen, the growing seriousness of MacNeice 's la·ter poetry. 
13 4 Pinto, pp. 19 , 195. 
14 A. C. Ward, Twentieth-Century Literature 1900-1950 
(New York: Barnes and Noble, 1956), p. 200. 
15 Babette Deutsch, p. 262. 
16 Fitts, p. 5. 
Lawrence Durrell values MacNeice's work more highly, 
but still deals with him as ~ group member: 
Of all these poets he confesses himself most 
easily and naturally in verse and is always 
moving and warming to read. Auden criticizes 
himself, but tends to hide behind a metaphysical 
smoke-screen. Spender is best when least 
confessional. His gift is a tenderness of eye, 
a gift for describing and annotating experience 
memorably ••• The whole group have advanced 
from their early social criticism towards 
the grave preoccupations which come out of 17 determined self-criticism and poetic honesty. 
There is no doubt about the greater poetic honesty_ in 
265 
~oNeice's later work, and it is refreshing to find a critic 
who recognizes the changes taking place in "these· poets'' 
wor~ in the more than two decades that they have been well-
known. But that the increased gravity of MacNeice's work 
is the result of "determined self-criticism" is not completely 
true, for his concern is more frequently for the unive~sal 
and the transcendent rather than the personal and the particular. 
Two critics who deal with the group as ~ whole but 
with more discrimination are Fraser and Southworth. 
Southworth states that the only characteristic MacNeice 
17 Lawrence Durrell, P• 189. 
shares with the others is originality. 18 Fraser ·asserts 
that the four writers did not have a common style, but he 
finds more of a resemblance in Auden and MacNeice than in 
the others. MacNeice, however, is "more of a sensualist, 
holding 'the momep.t.cradled like a.brandy glass. 11119 
Once again, though Fraser was writing in 1955, he was 
writing about the MacNeice of the nineteen-thirties, whose 
concern had been for the ephemeral, the immediate, the 
plural in life. It is not surprising that a critical 
view that places MaqNeice in the group of poets should· 
result in such conclusions about him; for it is the period 
of the nineteen-thirties only that bears a relationship 
between the poets in the group. 
The results of the critic·s' consideration of the poet 
as a member of the group have been twofold: by a constant 
comparison to Auden and the other poets, the critics have 
often left unanalyzed the elements of MacNeice's poetry 
that are different from the group's characteristics and 
that have a value of tb,eir own; and as a result of 
18 
19 
Southworth, p. 178. 
Fraser, The Modern Writer and His World, p. 233. 
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emphasizing the importance of the association of all 
four poets, they have not read carefully the later poet~y 
of MacNeice and have left undetected the growing maturity 
of thought and significance of structure. 
II. Poetic Development and Static Criticism 
Were MacNeice as important a poet as T. S. Eliot, 
critics would watcq carefully for the smallest sign of a 
change in form or in content of his poetry; they would 
give the most careful consideration to a new book from his 
pen before issuing any comment upon it. But for the good 
though minor poet, they have no such attentive care. This 
is not to suggest a lack of conscience in the critic who 
must concern himself with the whole field of contempo~ary 
literature. The close reading necessary to do justice 
to the works of any poet could not possibly be given by 
any one critic to all .contemporary poets, and so the critic 
must rely upon the judgment of other readers who have 
given a closer scrutiny to some of the minor poets. This 
reliance may be placed in criticism that was once 
perceptive but that is not entirely up-to-date. Three 
ideas about MacNeice's poetry that became ~ixed in the minds 
of the public fairly early in his poetic career were that 
his strength lay in his skill as a craftsman, that he 
was influenced by the witty and elegant Latin poets, and 
that there was little substance in his poetry. "Polished, 
elegant., and trivial" became the accepted labels to be 
applied to anytb:i:ng written by him.. In 1940 Southworth 
spoke of the first of these ideas as "an accepted 
. 20 tru1sm." . In 1945 Dupee summed up the artistry in 
MacNeice's work by commenting on his wit and elegance, 
his musical qualities, and the "poverty of thought and 
energy" in his poetry. 21 In 1949 Fitzgerald found him 
"observant, facile and witty." 22 
Such statements had some basi~ in fact in the early 
nineteen-thirties. Since then they have been accepted 
apparently without question. But looking back at Ten 
Burnt Offerings, Autumn Sequel, and Visitations, the 
careful reader can easily notice MacNeice's preoccupation 
with questions of belief, of man's existential problems, 
2'08 
of the need for a synthesis of the objective and subjective 
20 Southworth, p. 170. 
21 F. W. Dupee, "Lewis and MacNeice," Nation, CLXI, 15· 
(October 1945), 380. 
22 ' Robert Fitzgerald, "Patter, Distraction and Poetry," 
New Republic, CXXI, 6 (August 8, 1949), 18. 
attitudes of man, of man's relationship to times past 
and future, of the dangers to the spirit in the modern 
materialistic oivilization. The elegance may still be 
present, but it is less obvious than a tone of sober 
questioning; what was once polished handling of materials 
has become a skilled use of materials so that every image 
and every structural element combines with the others in 
a totalality of meaning; and the triviality of the early 
poetry has been completely outgrown. The themes of the 
later poetry are the same as those found in contemporary 
works of philosophy, theology, and psychology; they are 
substantial and probing, and it is not easy to find the 
basis for the idea that MacNeice is elegant but trivial. 
A further label applied to MacNeice's poetry he 
is himself responsible for. His Wordsworthian discussion 
in Modern Poetry pre.sented the ideal poet as a man 
speaking to men, as an Ordinary Man speaking to Ordinary 
Men. When, with Autumn Journal, his position as a 
humanist was established, the statement from Modern Poetry 
seemed ~n appropriate summing up of his poetic intent 
to concern himself with the Ordinary Man. In 1940 
Symons compared MacNeice's "simplicity" to that of 
Wo:rdsworth, repeating that 11he writes as Ordinary Man. 1123 
this fact indicated a weakness in the poetry, according 
to Symons: 
He is wholly self-centered, stuck in a world' 
in which the virtues of the Ordinary Man are· 
the cardinal virtues: generosity, friendliness, 
physical love.24 
Symons was writing at the time when MacNeice could be 
justly called a humanist and when his interpretation of 
MacNeice's poetry and criticism was not wholly wrong. But 
in 1955 when Fraser in The Modern Wr~ter and His World 
identified MacNeice as a humanist25 and a poet whose 
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view of the world had remained unchanged, he was perpetuating 
a view of MacNeice's work that had long since been untrue. 
Longaker and Bolles in 1953 also saw MacNeice's major 
·concern in theme as man's relationship to man, thus placing 
him as a humanist. 26 I do not see how anyone, reading the 
poems written by Mr. MacNeice since the ending of World 
War II, can continue to cassify him as a humanist, if by 
24 
25 
26 
Symons, p. 92. 
Fraser, p. 232 ff. 
Longaker and Bolles, p. 291. 
humanism is meant a view of life in which human welfare 
is central. MacNeice's post-war poetry has been concerned 
with values, with a search for reality, with problems of 
belief; and he has not tried to relate this concern to 
the experiences of individual man. 
On the other hand~ there are a few critics who have 
noticed the development of MacNeice•s thought and 
structural patterns and have indicated where the changes 
lie. B. I. Evans, writing in 1951, stated: 
In many ways the member of this group who 
began most quietly but who has persisted 
in developing is Louis MacNeice .... 
He has qualities which place him a little 
apart, including a wider range of culture 
and a more profound knowledge of the classics.27 
William Van O'Connor, reviewing Holes ~n the Sky 
finds a change in MacNeice's idiom, which had been at 
times "journalistic and commonplace" but has lately lost 
its "flippancy and brassy knowledge." 28 O'Connor thinks 
this is an indication of the poet's escape from Auden; he 
finds it a healthy sign. It is true that with the growing 
27 
28 
Evans, p. 132. 
"Master of His Idiom," p. 27. 
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seriousness in the content of his poetry, there has 
been a parallel change in idiom. In the later MacNeice 
there is little left of the cynical and harsh image or 
phrase that were typical of his early poetry when he 
was intent upon his portrait of the modern world. 
Whoever wrote the review of Ten Burnt Offerings 
in Nation also read his poet carefully, for he detected 
the tone of devoutness that is one of the changes in the 
later poetry. He also commented on the musical quality 
of the verse: 
MacNeice's process is the process of high wit, 
an intellectual music for parts of the world 
looked at. The looking is generally detached 
and suave, playful, yet devout .... Those 
who answer to the poem as ·a self-centering, 
self-sealing form as organically alive as music 
may well find this the most exciting book of 
the year or of the decade.29 
I find the comment one of the more perceptive made about 
MacNeice's later poetry. Moreover, it reflects an 
awareness of what the poet is attempting, of answering 
the question MacNeice says the critic must answer: What 
is the poet getting at?30 ,-
29 "As Alive as Music," Nation, CVXXVII, 21 (November 21, 
1953), 432. 
30 "Poetry, the Public and the Critic, ir p. 381. 
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III. The Poet's Clues to His Poetic Creation 
Poet and critic both have a respons~bility to the 
reader, according to MacNeice's stated ideas in "Poetry, 
the Public and the Critic," and his essay on poetry in 
The Arts Today. The poet ,·s duty is to give the reader 
clues to understanding: 
The poet must try to explain and the reader 
to comprehend why, how and what the poet 
writes. What both of them want, or at least 
what they get, is a collection of working 
hypotheses, often mutually contradictory.31 
MacNeice has carefully undertaken to fulfill his part of 
the two-way process. In Moder.n Poetry he discussed his 
early ideas about the art, ideas which he related to their 
sources. He has written not only several magazine 
273 
articles about poetry but also generously clear introductions 
to his books. His essay in Orpheus indicated his changed 
purpose and techniques. And a number of his poems deal 
with the subject of poetry and hold valuable keys to 
understanding what he is getting at (Visitations, for 
example, is full of poems about poetry, especially the 
seven parts of the title peem "Visitations"). 
But the critic has a similar responsibility. The 
31 
"Poetry Today," p. 25. 
modern reader cannot be relied upon to read the poetry 
of his age intelligently without some assistance from 
critics who are more experienced in the art of reading 
poetry. He must be told what to look for: 
The critic should educate through precision, 
indicate to the reader where to look for the 
order and suggest the reasons for the order.32 
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He must tell the reader what the poet is getting at. But, 
says MacNeice, the critics are often "snobs" who "will 
speak only to the converted."33 Unwilling to accept the 
task o'f bridging the gap between poet and reader by 
educating th~ reader, the critic more often than not is 
intent upon proving or disproving some theory of poetry 
and is speaking primarily to his fellow critics. These 
ideas of MacNeice's about the. failure of the critics to 
function as educators are based upon his own treatment by 
the critics, at least in part. 
In The.Responsibilities of the Critic, F. 0. Matthiesen 
stated that MacNeice had not developed. MacNeice's own 
statements about his poetry might have led to a recognition 
of his development; a thoughtful reading of. his poetry 
32 "Poetry, the Public and the Critic," p. 381. 
33 Ibid . , p·. 382. 
would have made such a recognition inescapable. Such 
a reading, however, demands the kind of "passionate 
attention" that W. H. Auden thinks is only given by 
"grown-up critics to masterpieces. 11 34 Perhaps MacNeice's 
being only a minor poet has kept his work from being read 
with the attention it deserves and has led to a lack of 
clear critical answers to the question: What is the poet 
getting at? even though the poet himself, in this case, 
has pointed toward the answers. 
IV. An Evaluation of the Poetry of MacNeice 
Minor poet he may be, yet it seems to me that MacNeice 
has been under-rated to an even greater extent than his 
friend Auden has been over-rated.35 Related to the 
Auden Group through college friendships and through a 
common introduction to the public in the first edition of 
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New Signatures, he was never properly a member of the group. 
His early poetry contained imagery and diction that made him 
seem like the others; there were factory smokestacks and 
34 
"Making and Judging," p. 46. 
35 See Haggart's comments on Auden's being over-rated, 
W. H. Auden, p. 8. 
railroad trains and department stores. But Leftist 
doctrines were never a part of his attitude toward the 
modern world. Instead he viewed with regret and nostalgia 
the destruction of the more aristocratic civilization. He 
fe.lt the imminence of the disaster that overtook the 
world in the late nineteen-thirties; he also felt the 
uselessness of trying to hold it back by political means. 
And so he placed his values in the fleeting sensory 
pleasures of life. Time and man were enemies; the one 
trying to destroy all the momentary experiences of life~ 
the other trying to prolong them and finding the effort 
futile. 
In style and technique his poetry was often imitative 
in the early period. Frequently he sounds much like 
Auden or Eliot. The~e is much experimental poetry, in 
which he tries the effects of varied forms and images.· 
Often the poems contain brilliant images and memorable 
lines but do not have a coherent form. But there fs a 
growing mastery of structure and occasionally a successful 
poem. When MacNeice is the master of his form and content~ 
Benet's statement about him is justified: "A phrase, a 
line here and there, pin the subject so unerringly to 
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the cork board that one is delighted.u36 The poems of this 
early period that are worth careful consideration are 
memorable primarily for their imagery~ their skillful 
handling of rhythm and rhyme~ and their witty statement 
of comparatively trivial themes. The worst of the poetry 
is that in which the poet is pitying himself. 
The Second World War ended the self-pity and i~ had 
a profound effect upon MacNeice•s poetry. In the confusion 
of the war years, he found human values significant and 
he turned to the heroism of the common man and woman as 
the subject of much of his writing. This poetry, it seems 
to me, is not outstandingly successful. It is noticeable 
that none of his poems about individuals ranks with his 
best verse. As in the poem 11 The Kingdom 11 his usual 
clarity of vision and precise imagery deteriorates into 
trite imagery and obvious statements when he is portraying 
the value of the common man. One questions whether his 
stand as a humanist was the result of a personal conviction 
or simply a reflection of an expected wartime attitude. 
36 William Rose Benet, 11The Kingdom of·Individuals,u 
The Saturday Review of Literature, XXVIII, 45 (Nov. 10, 
1945), 44. 
Perhaps his work with the B.B.C. led to poetry tinged 
with propaganda. Although some of his best poetry was 
written during this middle period ("Prayer Before Birth" 
and "Precursors" were both included in Springboard in 
1944), few of the poems about the heroism of individuals 
are of great interest. It is as though the poet is paying 
lip-service to a proper wartime viewpoint. 
With the close of the war his .work changed in theme 
and in structure. His concern was for problems of 
deeper and more universal importance, problems with 
philosophical implications. He experimented with structural 
forms that were a reflection of complexity of thought --
dialectical structures. In addition, his work with radio 
led to an increased interest in the musical elements of 
poetry, and he experimented with structures that were 
analogous to musical works. In all these changes,, he 
was developing techniques that were quite unrelated to the 
divergent development of other members of the Auden Group. 
He was also tightening up his structures, making every 
aspect of his poetry organically related to the total 
meaning. 
Ten Burnt Offerings is the result of all these changes. 
Embracing subjects related to man's nature and existence, 
its complex poetic structures are musical in organization 
and in aural effects. MacNeice 1 s thorough knowledge of 
English and classical literatures and of the Bible has 
given him not merely images and illustrations {such as 
he might have used in the early poetry) but symbols that 
contribute to the total meaning of the poem so directly 
that their diverse origins are not a problem. In fact, 
their diverse origins enrich the poem's meaning, for they 
make more universal the application of that meaning. 
The vividness of imagery that MacNeice 1s readers have 
always expected of him has not been lost, but the images 
are never random decoration but are a part of a complex 
structure of imagery within which each image contributes 
to the meanings of the others. The tone varies from a 
concise intellectual toughness to the most senuous, 
lyrical quality. The volume is not easy reading, but it 
is rewarding reading. 
Visitations, hi~ most recent volume of new verse, is 
more gnomic, but it also demonstrates a virtuosity of 
technique and a deepening of insight and seriousness. The 
seriousness is not always sober; MacNeice•s wit is still 
a characteristic· part of his verse, but it is used for 
serious purposes. He has never been able to accept the 
easy solution, whether it be of communism in an economic 
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and social crisi?, patriotic fervor in wartime conditions, 
or Christianity in philosophical and spiritual confusion. 
He answers no questions; he solves no problems, except as 
his poems provide syntheses through structure and imagery. 
But the. correlation of event with instinct and the synthesis 
for which he searched but could not find in the early 
poetry are dramatically present within the unity of the 
poetic structure. The young poet whose theme was the 
superficial and the ephemeral has developed into a 
thoughtful, mature poet, whose themes are the expression 
of a serious quest after truth and whose polished and 
varied poetic structures prove that he is a poet of 
versatility and skill. As such, he merits more careful 
attention and a higher place in the evaluations of both 
the critics and the poetry-reading public. 
APPENDIX 
Chronological List of Events 
1907 -- September 12, ·Frederick Louis MacNeice born, 
the son of Rt. Rev. John Frederick MacNeice and 
Elizabeth Margaret Clesham MacNeice, in Belfast. 
1917 -- Attended Marlborough School in England. 
1926 - 1930 -- Attended Merton College, Oxford University. 
Graduated with a "First in Greats". 
1929 Blind Fireworks 
1930 Married Giovanna Marie Therese Ezra 
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Lecturer in Greek, University of Birmingham until 1936. 
1935 Poems 
1936 First marriage dissolved. 
Lecturer in Greek, University of London. 
1937 -- ·out of the Picture 
1938 -- The Earth Compels 
I Crossed the Minch 
Modern Poetry 
Zoo 
1939 Autumn Journal 
1940 Poems 1925 - 1940 
Special Lecturer in English, Cornell University 
1941 Feature Writer and Producer of programs for B.B.C. 
Plant and Phantom 
The Poetry of W. ~Yeats 
1942 Married Hedli Anderson 
1944 Springboard 
Christopher Columbus 
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-~ 
1947 -- The Dark Tower 
1948 Holes in the Sky 
1949 Collected Poems 
1950 Director, British Institute in Athens 
1951 Goethe's Faust (translation) 
1952 Ten Burnt Offerings 
1954 Autumn Sequel 
1957 Hon. D·. Li tt., Belfast 
1958 -- Visitations 
1959 -- Eighty-Five Poems 
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A CRITICAL APPRAISAL OF THE WORKS OF LOUIS MacNEICE 
Abstract of a Dissertation 
The purpose of the dissertation is to appraise the 
qualities of Louis MacNeice's poetry, to discover its 
relationship to his critical theories, and to determine 
its development since his first important work in the 
nineteen-thirties. That there has been a development 
has not always been recognized; there have been no full-
length studies of MacNeice 1s work, and the short discussions 
of his poetry have been primarily concerned with his 
place in the Auden Group. 
Poetry, MacNeice came to believe, is essentially a 
communication of some truth, rising out of the poet's 
own experience but bearing an essential relationship to 
more universal truths, grounded in a belief held by the 
poet but shared by other men, and striving through the 
ritual of its expression to extend its grasp of truth 
beyond the limits of empirical reality to the Unknown. 
The poet's duty is to find an organic relationship with 
the life of the community that he may speak to the common 
man. The changing themes in MacNeice's poetry are the 
result of his attempt to apply these theories. 
• 
Influences of Auden and the group are important upon 
MacNeice's early poetry, as a~e influences common to all 
members of the group. In addition, MacNeice was strongly 
influenced by the Bible, from which he derived symbols 
and a love for the long, freely-handled cadences of 
Biblical poetry; by W. B. Yeats, whose Irish interests 
MacNeice shared and from whom he obtained the concept, of 
poetry as a ritual; and by Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose 
"sprung rhythm" and experiments in sound patterns had 
special importance for MacNeice, who believed that poetry 
must be directed to the ear. 
MacNeice is the poet of Time, and his time-consciousness 
is revealed in all his work, but with different emphases 
in different periods. His early po~try reflected the 
cynical attitude of the poets of his generation toward 
the harsh, synthetic world of the twentieth· century. The 
positive value he found in such a world was the value of 
the moment with its evanescent beauty.- During. the Second 
World War he turned his attention to the vaiue of the 
human being whose courage and honesty are the one cause for 
hope in a disintegrating society. Man not only has an 
indomitable spirit, he thought, but within himself he 
solves the problem of time by correlating "event with 
instinc't." The final period of MacNeice's poetry has been 
concerned primarily with finding patterns and with 
searching for values that will transcend the limitations 
of time. Among these values are art and poetry. 
The problem MacNeice has struggled with throughout 
his writing is finding syntheses that will harmonize 
the apparently opposing subjective and objective 
attitudes toward life, the plurality of the present and 
the universality of the timeless, the sensitive recording 
of experience that made his early poems memorable and the 
serious contemplation that finds meaning in experience. 
In an effort to achieve such syntheses and to express 
them in his poetry, MacNeice has accomplished a "structural 
tightening-up" in his poems of the last decade, which 
has affected his themes, his rhythms, his diction, and 
his imagery. His themes have not only moved from the 
trivial to the human to the philosophical, they h~ve also 
become in themselves symbolic. His rhythms have become 
more structural, "holding the themes together." His 
diction and syntax have been more carefully ordered to 
"conform to the structure of the poem." And his im9,gery 
has moved from images used for random decoration to 
images used more structurally and that function as symbols. 
The dissertation discusses the rhythms, rhymes and sound 
patterns, diction, imagery, and themes as the¥ are used 
by him in the poetry of the early, middle, and late 
periods. Then a chapter on the structural tightening up 
shows the way in which his recent ide~s about poetry 
are revealed in three characteristic structural patterns: 
a dialectical structure that presents a thesis and 
antithesis and then resolves them; a contrast of the 
particular and the general that provides a synthesis of 
intellectual analysis and direct experience; and a 
musical structure that varies themes, images and rhythms 
in a manner analogous to a musical composition. "Donegal 
Triptych,"· "Visitations," and "The Island" are 
analyzed as examples of these three kinds of structural 
organization. 
Also related to the changes in MacNeice's later poetry 
are the radio plays, which have little permanent literary 
value, but which are an important influence upon his 
poetry. His insistence that poetry must be read aloud 
has been greater since his work for the B.B.C., and the 
structural demands of the radio plays have influenced 
the tightening-up of the poetry's structure. 
The conclusion that this dissertation reaches is that 
MacNeice has become a poet whose consciousness of the 
transcendent value of art has produced poetic structures 
of skill and beauty and whose growing concern about the 
realities of man's existence has produced a poetry of 
seriousness and substance. As such, he deserves more 
careful attention from literary historians and critics, 
who have frequently misjudged and consistently under-
rated him as a poet. 
